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Abstract 

 

Since 2010, Instagram has grown to become one of the world’s most popular 

social media applications. Its popularity has shaped and affected the practices of many 

industries and institutions. An institution notably influenced by the expansion of 

Instagram use is art galleries. For art galleries, it is an important device for community 

engagement, education, promotion, interaction, participation, and the enhancing of the 

visitor experience. For gallery visitors, Instagram offers a social photography tool that 

may align with their experience objectives.  

There is limited research about the use of Instagram by galleries. Knowledge of 

gallery visitor Instagram use and the role it plays in their experience is also limited. This 

research focuses on a study into the use of Instagram by visitors to the Gerhard Richter 

exhibition at the Queensland Gallery of Modern Art (14 October 2017 – 4 February 2018). 

To examine how visitors experienced art through the lens of Instagram, I drew upon 

interviews conducted with 17 visitors and four Gallery staff. In addition, ethnographic 

(visual)-grounded theory fieldwork was conducted during the exhibition. 550 exhibition 

images were observed through Instagram and analysed in a grounded theory framework, 

informing the research findings. 

In this thesis, I explain how and why Instagram is used by art galler ies and their 

visitors. Also, the impact that Instagram practices has on visitors and the gallery is 

examined. This research project was informed by theories of aesthetic experience, 

sharing, and space. The research findings revealed that the use of Instagram at the 

gallery engaged visitors in a manner that transcended the physical space and 

extended/evolved their aesthetic experience. It highlighted contemporary ways to 

experience art using technology and new ways to think about art appreciation. Further, 

the research revealed how sharing, sociality, and the social pedagogy of the gallery are 

impacted by Instagram use. This is particularly evident in the ways galleries and their 

visitors used Instagram to promote, raise awareness, and influence others to the 

experience of art. Recommendations are offered on how the knowledge presented in this 
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thesis may impact upon the future practices of art galleries. The findings are significant 

for visitors, art galleries, and arts educators seeking to critically understand Instagram 

use and the opportunities for engagement. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

1.1   Background  

This study is an investigation that explores the art gallery visitor experience. In 

particular, how and why visitors use Instagram as part of their aesthetic experience. By 

focusing on The Life of Images exhibition (Richter, 2017) at the Gallery of Modern Art 

(GOMA) Brisbane, Queensland, Australia, this study examined acts of sharing and the 

mediation of space viewed through the technology of Instagramming. This study further 

makes recommendations on how the new knowledge presented affects the future 

practices of galleries and their visitors. 

Instagram is an internationally popular social media application that centres on 

image sharing. Its popularity is influencing the way many industries conduct their work 

including in the art world (Suess & Budge, 2018). Instagram is used by art galleries, 

artists, and gallery visitors for different reasons. In general, it is used for entertainment, 

information sharing, promotion, and social connection (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016; Huang 

& Su, 2018). Part of the reason for its popularity is that it is carried with individual users 

throughout the day on their mobile smart device. This makes it easily accessible to share 

one’s own images or browse through the images of others throughout the day.  

I f irst noticed Instagram at the art gallery in 2013. I observed visitors taking 

photographs with their phones and sharing images of their visit. What struck me was the 

large number of visitors who were using Instagram and the creative range of content that 

was posted reflecting their experience. It was as though Instagram was extending their 

gallery visit and making it more enjoyable. This general interest motivated me to 

complete a masters by research in 2014 through a case study examining Instagram and 

the exhibition, Falling Back to Earth (Guo-Qiang, 2013) by artist Cai Guo-Qiang. It was 

a spectacular exhibition comprising 4 three-dimensional modern art installations each 

visually arresting, metaphoric, and abstract in meaning. One of the exhibits, Head On 

(Guo-Qiang, 2006), was an installation of ninety-nine artif icial wolves running and 

jumping together into a glass wall. Visitors used Instagram to post a range of images of 
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this work, some with themselves mimicking and embedding their body into the space of 

the display. Through this case study I learnt that Instagram was important for visitors and 

galleries and that there were opportunities created by Instagram related to the gallery 

experience. There were also many unanswered questions about the role of Instagram in 

the visitor experience that inspired further investigation. 

The rise in visitor Instagram use has caused some to question whether its 

influence in the art world has been negative (Reyburn, 2018; Vox, 2018; Williams, 2016; 

Zeiba, 2018). The terms Instagram-traps (Vox, 2018) and selfie tourism (Reyburn, 2018) 

have been used to describe some art installations and visitors respectively. This 

highlights that there is still work needed to adequately understand the role of Instagram 

in the visitor experience; including its affect on galleries and their practices. An objective 

of this study is to uncover this knowledge to help people avoid further assumptions or 

moral panics (Burness, 2016) about this popular technology. 

I argue that Instagram offers many opportunities to art galleries and their visitors. 

This thesis investigates visitors’ Instagram use and its relationship with the aesthetic 

experience, sharing practices, and the mediation of space. For art galleries, the 

connections between Instagram use, gallery pedagogy, and social/community 

relationships are relevant. These relationships highlight how Instagram can be used by 

galleries to influence new and existing audiences to advocate for and engage with their 

art-related content. 

Public galleries want to attract new and returning visitors. A benefit of bringing 

new audiences to the gallery is that art is exposed to a broader segment of the 

community. Younger audiences notably help the gallery to build intergenerational affinity 

with art. Returning visitors support the sustainability of the gallery ensuring a regular 

audience that values its presence. Galleries also want their impact to be felt outside their 

walls by extending into the community and fostering a deep cultural connection with 

society. Their audiences can be a network of advocates, people who feel a strong 

emotional connection to the gallery and create value by encouraging others to visit. This 

highlights another point of relevance for galleries and Instagram. In a networked sense, 
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Instagram presents an opportunity for galleries to develop a relationship with their 

audiences and foster a space where there is peer-to-peer visitor advocacy.  

The importance of Instagram to an art gallery connects to its overall objective to 

be successful at what they do. Generally, a gallery determines its success as “measured 

by the numbers of visitors they attract” (Psarra, 2005, p. 78), which is  reductionist and 

takes attention away from other more complex success factors (Simpson, 2017). 

Success should also reflect the significant impact a gallery makes on individuals and 

society at large (Hubard, 2011). 

 Measuring impact can be challenging. An important consideration is for galleries 

to critically understand their role in visitor meaning making and the visitor experience. 

Through a deeper understanding of meaning making and the visitor experience a gallery 

can more clearly define what they are measuring and whether they are being successful. 

This is where Instagram can also help. Galleries can use Instagram to observe how their 

visitors are experiencing their exhibitions, collections, activities, and spaces. They can 

share in the experience of their visitors using Instagram by providing engagement 

activities and social connections. Instagram is another way of helping visitors to explore 

their curiosity and creativity, in a space that they are curious about. 

As a relatively new form of technology, Instagram offers the research community 

a chance to consider the ways the aesthetic experience is affected by digital 

environments. As technology continues to open new digital spaces that pervade the 

physical space of the gallery, it is important to critically understand its impact on the  

current and future visitors’ expectations. This knowledge is important for galleries as they 

strive to maintain their status as a recognised knowledge leader in the cultural sector.  

Despite the long history of art galleries within our society, we still do not know 

enough about the visitor experience (Roppola, 2013). Even with a substantial amount of 

theoretical and empirical examination, a “satisfactory grasp of the construct remains 

elusive” (Roppola, 2013, p. 49). Roppola (2013) argues that the visitor experience is co-

produced in the gallery environment. Co-produced means that the visitor and gallery 

work together to understand and meet each other’s expectations (Arias, 2018). 
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Therefore, to know more about the visitor experience we must also consider the gallery 

and other people involved who co-produce the experience. This was another objective 

of my study, to understand from a gallery perspective what influence they have in 

shaping visitors’ practices through Instagram. 

Instagram should not be framed as just a social media/ marketing tool. Nor should 

the success of a gallery using Instagram be measured only in the number of likes or 

followers their account has. This is a narrow way of viewing the platform. It is a complex 

tool that can be better understood through critical inquiry. I support the argument that 

Instagram has potential for application in a learning environment (Bell, 2013; Byrd & 

Denney, 2018; Erarslan, 2019; Mansor & Abd Rahim, 2017; Serpagli, 2017). Galleries 

are places of pedagogy (Eisner & Dobbs, 1988) and Instagram opens new opportunities 

that align with its educational objectives. This study highlights how the GOMA 

successfully used Instagram as a pedagogical and educational tool within the Richter 

exhibition. This aligns to the final objective of my study which was to highlight the 

educational benefits that exist when Instagram and the art gallery are conjoined. 

As mentioned above, the visitor experience is too often framed as a transactional 

measurement of satisfaction levels or predetermined expectations. The new knowledge 

presented in this thesis will assist in a deeper and broader understanding of the richness 

and complexity of the art gallery visitor experience (Hooper-Greenhill, 2007). This is 

important as it will support the educational value of the art gallery within our society and 

strengthen its place in our culture. 

1.2   Research Problem  

A search of the literature found limited research on the phenomenon of Instagram 

use at art galleries (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017, 2018a, 2018b, 2020; Budge & Burness, 

2017; Suess, 2015; Suess, 2018). Understanding how and why visitors use Instagram 

and the role of galleries in visitors’ practices requires further examination. This is the 

central focus of this study. 
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Pre-Instagram digital media research at the gallery is limited. One of the earliest 

examinations of in-gallery digital technology was completed by Parry and Sawyer (2005). 

They predicted digital media use would evolve from an integrated model where the 

internet sat outside the gallery and was brought in by visitors, to an innate model where 

the gallery and visitors would be online and on-site; the latter being an “immersive, 

intuitive and seamless” experience (Parry & Sawyer, 2005, p. 47). Russo et al. (2006) 

provided a notable examination of cultural participation in museums considering the 

development of social media and the visitors’ ability to distribute images across networks. 

These early studies are an invaluable base to build upon as we are faced with the 

continued growth, development, and impact of social media. 

Image sharing is a central practice of Instagram use (Hu et al., 2014). The art 

gallery is a popular place for individuals to capture photographs and share images on 

Instagram (Budge, 2017). The motivations and meanings behind these shared art gallery 

images are still unclear. One of the earliest investigations into what users share on 

Instagram was conducted by Hu et al. (2014). They found user images, in the main, fell 

into eight different photograph categories: friends, food, gadgets, captioned 

photographs, pets, activities, selfies, and fashion. Their research stopped short of asking 

users why they chose to share such images.  

Hu et al.’s (2014) research highlights that generally shared images reflect objects 

(such as food and gadgets) or experiences (such as friends and activities). However, 

both categories are broad - what are they actually sharing and why? Sharing as a 

practice is polysemic and as a term overloaded, making it diff icult to be clear what people 

mean when they use the word (John, 2017). Sharing as a term in this research will build 

on the work of Lobinger (2016) who argued that sharing, in the context of image sharing, 

falls under three modes: self-representation, communicative, and connectivity. Knowing 

more about sharing in a social media context would offer a deeper understanding of this 

practice within an art gallery space. 

Whilst image sharing is a central practice of  Instagram use, we also observe 

many users sharing hashtags as part of their experience. Hashtags have had a notable 
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impact on popular culture (Papacharissi & Easton, 2014) and society (Tufekci, 2017), yet 

not a lot is known about their role in the art gallery experience. Hashtags are relevant for 

two reasons. Firstly, I used a hashtag search as a data collection technique, so can offer 

the experience of its use in a research methodology. Secondly, the exhibition site where 

practices were observed, used, and promoted a hashtag as part of an engagement 

campaign. Visitors were encouraged to share images using the chosen hashtag. One of 

the earliest works of research on Instagram by Highfield and Leaver (2014) examined 

the use of hashtag searching as a research method. They also looked at the ethical 

issues around public and private content on Instagram. I build upon and extend their 

work providing further evidence of hashtag use - a pertinent sharing practice on 

Instagram.  

The space within an art gallery is central to the visitor experience (Tröndle, 2014; 

Tröndle & Tschacher, 2012). It affects what visitors see, how they move through the 

space, and what they learn (De Backer et al., 2014). Art galleries are multi-layered spatial 

environments. One layer is the physical space; visitors enter and experience the gallery 

by moving through it, stopping or pausing near curatorially arranged art works (Roppola, 

2013). Another layer of space within the gallery is the social space (Tröndle, 2014). 

Visitors often attend the gallery with others or are in the presence of others when they 

view art (vom Lehn et al., 2001). Galleries are also educational spaces (Hubard, 2015), 

where visitors learn about art through their “thoughts, feelings, wonderings, imaginings” 

(p. 96). Instagram use could be contextualised as a digital spatial layer. With the 

evolution of the internet and growth in visitor social media use, new forms of digital 

literacy have broadened the concept of space to include digital spaces (Papacharissi & 

Easton, 2013). The relevant focus to this study is whether a visitors’ mediation of gallery 

space is affected by Instagram. Literature specifically covering Instagramming and 

spatial theory was not found. An aim of my study is to investigate how Instagram 

practices intersect with spatial theory. 

Understanding how people respond to art works is an important area of 

knowledge for art galleries. In recent years, neuroscience research has improved our 
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understanding of art reception and the aesthetic experience (Hubard, 2015). The 

aesthetic experience is the main way that we come to know how individuals experience 

art. Yet knowing exactly what an aesthetic experience is, remains an elusive concept 

(Sontag, 1982). How can we know more about the aesthetic experience through the lens 

of Instagram? This knowledge would be useful to build on existing aesthetic experience 

theory. Further, could Instagram use be framed as technology that supports an aesthetic 

experience? Much the same as a calculator helps individuals to solve mathematical 

problems. I propose that through this study we can know more about the aesthetic 

experience. 

To address these gaps in the research, I investigate aesthetic experience, 

sharing, and mediation of space as seen through art gallery visitor Instagram use; 

analysing how and why visitors use and post their experience on Instagram. To achieve 

this aim, after first reviewing the literature, I will use an ethnography (visual) -grounded 

theory method at the gallery to examine this experience. The evidence will show the 

outcome of data gathering using Instagram hash/geotag searches and highlight the 

effectiveness of user-to-user questioning of research participants within Instagram. 

The ethical considerations of this study are important to understand. Most 

notably, the definition of public content on the internet and appropriate researcher 

practice in the online environment; for example, researcher lurking. These will be 

examined in detail in the literature review and methodology chapters. The observation 

and study of sharing practices for research purposes is an ethically complex issue. 

Barnes (2006) draws our attention to the privacy paradox where people show willingness 

to share information online despite expressing high levels of concern for their privacy. 

There is an urgent need to have a greater understanding of online sharing practices, 

particularly considering the social threat of individuals and organised groups sharing fake 

news (Talwara et al., 2019). In the research community, there are growing concerns that 

scholars’ access to social media data is being continually reduced as a result of a lack 

of corporate ethical practice (Gonzalez, 2018). My study will offer an empirical example 
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of one way to engage in Instagram research whilst maintaining ethical protections for 

participants.  

The three major theoretical areas related to the research problem in this study 

are sharing, aesthetic experience, and space. The significance of these three conceptual 

areas when combined will also be an area of focus. The existence of an intersubjective 

relationship between the aesthetic experience and space has been previously studied 

(Korakidou & Charitos, 2012). Sharing practices have also been contextualised through 

a spatial lens in an online news (Quinn & Powers, 2016), geolocative (Erickson, 2010), 

and urban setting (Toscano, 2017). What is yet to be examined is the intersubjective 

relationship between sharing, aesthetic experience, and space. My study proposes to 

offer insight into this relationship highlighted through the use of Instagram in the gallery. 

This is important because empirical analysis is typically found under one heading, 

keyword, or subject area. A transdisciplinary examination has the benefit of expanding 

the area under investigation. 

1.3   Research Questions 

Uncovering a deeper understanding of art gallery visitor experience through 

Instagram is an objective in this study. By deeper understanding I refer to the specific 

areas of visitor sharing, aesthetic experience, and mediation of space. What can we 

observe and learn through Instagram that may not ordinarily be seen without it? 

 
Research question 1 (RQ1): What are the current practices of art gallery visitors using 

Instagram? 

 
I answered this question by gathering data through observation of visitors at an 

art gallery and on Instagram. Visitors were observed in real time taking photographs and 

mediating Instagram. Instagram posts were collected that reflected the objects and 

experiences highlighted by visitors. Understanding visitor Instagram practices was the 

first step. Next was investigating why visitors experience the gallery using Instagram. My 

second research question (RQ2), then, is:  
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Why do visitors use Instagram to experience the art gallery?  

 
To answer this question, semi-structured interviews were conducted with visitors 

who had posted to Instagram, within Instagram’s private messaging system. As a 

grounded theory method was used, posts were observed in accordance with the 

theoretical sampling technique (see Chapter 3: Methodology). My own previous research 

experience and a search of the literature provided guidance in answering these 

questions (Suess, 2015). Although I completed a previous study into Instagram and the 

art gallery visitor experience, it was not a deep enquiry nor was it conducted strictly 

adhering to the grounded theory method. I argue that Instagram and the art gallery visitor 

experience is connected to sharing, aesthetic experience, and the mediation of space. 

However, I was conscious that my chosen research method, grounded theory, 

recommends a researcher enter the setting without pre-determined expectations of what 

they might find (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). For this reason, the research questions may 

extend beyond what is framed above, taking care not to presume this is so. Highlighted 

below are a set of sub-research questions that extend the knowledge gained from the 

above research questions. These arose as the grounded theory evolved within the 

research process, namely:  

 
Research question 3 (RQ3): How do these practices affect (a) art gallery visitors and (b) 

galleries?; and 

 
Research question 4 (RQ4): How does this knowledge affect the future practice of art 

galleries?  

 
A major reason for choosing these research questions was to contribute to under-

theorised areas of visitor experience and the emergent role of Instagram in the gallery 

space (Budge, 2017; Hooper-Greenhill, 2007; Kirchberg & Tröndle, 2012; Roppola, 

2013). Roppola (2013) writes that despite the substantial history and large body of 

published research into gallery visitor studies, theoretical and empirical studies have 
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been working with underdeveloped and under-articulated conceptualisations of  the 

visitor experience. Additional evidence is offered in this thesis of sharing, aesthetic 

experience, and mediation of space realised through Instagram in a gallery environment 

that will contribute knowledge to this area.  

1.4   Instagram and Art Gallery Visitors: Summary 

The research into art gallery visitor use of Instagram is emerging. The first 

identif ied research most relevant to my study was conducted by Weilenmann et al. 

(2013). They analysed 222 Instagram posts and 14 interviews from visitors at a natural 

history museum finding that visitors re-categorised and re-configured the museum 

environment using Instagram to construct their own narrative (Weilenmann et al., 2013). 

A key difference between their research and my study is that they examined practices at 

the Gothenburg Natural History Museum in Sweden. This museum primarily holds a 

zoological collection as distinct from the display and experience of art. 

In 2014, I was the first to concentrate on art gallery visitors and Instagram, 

through a masters degree (Suess, 2015). This topic was examined using a case study 

of Cai Guo-Qiang’s exhibition Falling Back to Earth (Guo-Qiang, 2013). Connections 

were found between Instagramming and the visitor experience (Suess, 2015) . Visitors 

were also found to have used Instagram at the gallery in “complex and meaningful ways” 

(Suess, 2015, p. 62) but the investigation stopped short of examining connections 

between Instagramming and aesthetic experience, sharing, and mediation of space - the 

focus of this thesis. There are two key differences between this prior case study and my 

current study. An ethnography (visual)-grounded theory analytical framework was used 

in this thesis that involved a greater depth and breadth of data collect ion and analysis. 

Secondly, the 2014 research focused on visitors only whereas the current study included 

visitors and semi-structured interviews with gallery staff. This thesis also had a research 

question looking at how the new knowledge found may affect future gallery practices, 

something the 2014 study did not do. 
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Budge (2017) provided the next investigation through her research into visitors 

and Instagram focussing on an art exhibition centred on shoes at the Museum of Applied 

Arts and Science in Australia. She examined 130 Instagram posts finding visitors were 

object-oriented in their practices, meaning that their posts were object focussed 

displaying close-up images of the shoes and their aesthetic qualities. Two key 

differences between Budge’s (2017) research and my own were that I interviewed 

visitors and gallery staff about their Instagram practices. Also, my study answered a 

research question focused on the future practices of galleries. 

Budge and Burness (2017) were next to address this topic. Their case study 

research examined how visitors represented their Sydney Museum of Contemporary Art 

experience on Instagram. They analysed 390 images finding that visitors used Instagram 

to communicate their shared experience through photography and their agency as a 

visitor to engage with the objects on display; to which they asserted an authority over 

their experience through Instagram (Budge & Burness, 2017). Their research was 

different to my present study for similar reasons to those stated above - they used a case 

study investigation, stopped short of interviewing visitor and gallery participants, and 

were not focused on the impact of future practices.  

Budge (2018a) had the third examination into this area when she analysed 

Instagram posts collected over one day from visitors to the GOMA and the Museum of 

Contemporary Art in Sydney. She found that visitors posted to Instagram to “highlight 

the importance of both museum as a place to experience, and the social act of 

communicating presence to others” (p. 118). The fourth enquiry into this topic was also 

by Budge (2018b) who, over a 7-day period, collected Instagram posts of visitors to the 

Immersion Room at the Cooper Hewitt Museum of Art and Design in Manhattan. She 

found a connection to place-making and that “the intersection of immersive digital 

environments and visual social media platforms such as Instagram offer a moment to 

play with and subtlety reconstruct the self with place being a significant contextual frame 

for this activity” (p. 135). My study is distinguished from Budge’s (2018a, 2018b) in that 

I analysed and collected posts over an 8-week period using an ethnography (visual)-
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grounded theory framework. I also interviewed gallery and visitor participants and made 

recommendations for future gallery practice. 

The next to investigate this phenomenon was Arias (2018) who examined over 

4,000 Instagram posts from visitors to the Museum of Islamic Art in Qatar. She found 

that visitors used Instagram to situate their experience with the museum’s collection and 

the “social and cultural fabric of the country” (para. 1). She also found that Instagram 

worked with visitors’ memory making practices and allowed them to co-create 

information and narratives about the museum (Arias, 2018). My study is different to 

Arias’s (2018) in that I interviewed visitors, gallery staff participants, and examined the 

affect on future gallery practices of visitor Instagram use.  

Jarreau et al. (2019) provided the most recent Instagram research although their 

examination was focused on the science museum and public engagement. Their 

research did not look specifically at visitor-generated Instagram use rather institutional 

use which is still relevant to this study, in particular to inform the answer to RQ4. They 

argued the case for more science museum Instagram content that “promotes scientific 

literacy, showcases scientists’ and citizen scientists’ work, communicates science to an 

active audience of current and prospective museum visitors, and invites users to join 

museums on adventures of scientif ic collection and knowledge creation” (p. 17). This is 

an important finding as it is one of the first that focuses on future cultural institutional use 

of Instagram. Their research differs substantially from mine as their focus was on the 

science profession more broadly, however on the topic of science museum staff they did 

not interview any participants unlike my study which included gallery staff interviews. 

1.5   The Identified Gap in the Research 

The current research that has examined Instagram use in either art galleries or 

closely associated cultural institutions was summarised above. What could not be found 

in the literature was any research that interviewed art gallery visitors and gallery staff 

about their Instagram practices; validating and clarifying observations made through 

coding and analysis. Nor could any literature be located that used an ethnography 
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(visual)-grounded theory analytical framework to examine these practices or that 

answered a research question investigating the future impact of this knowledge on 

gallery practices. These are the identif ied gaps where my study is distinct from the 

current research.  

1.6   Instagram 

Instagram is the central site in this research. Launched in 2010 it has over one 

billion users, defining it as one of the world’s largest social media platforms (Constine, 

2018c). Instagram is primarily used by individuals through their mobile smart 

device/phone connected to the internet. Users post images and video (with or without 

text) to their account, where they can follow, be followed, buy/sell products, like, share, 

browse, and comment on other users' posts. The experience of Instagram centres on 

photograph and video sharing and respect for the other users within the Instagram 

community (Instagram, 2019c).  

Two key Instagram characteristics that are relevant to my study are its mobile 

functionality, people move with Instagram throughout the day as they carry their device 

with them. Secondly, as people use Instagram to share images it is intimately connected 

with the visual medium, generally providing a point of view sense of perspective. There 

are many examples where the rise in Instagram use has been linked to impact on 

industries/issues - fashion (Conlon, 2018; Mau, 2017), food (Klassen et al., 2018), 

tourism (Agustí, 2018), f itness (Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2018), mental health 

(Fratantoni, 2019), architecture (Wainwright, 2018), politics (Lalancette & Raynauld, 

2019), and art (Budge, 2017; Suess, 2015). The hotel industry is a notable example 

where Instagram use has been connected to changes in the way hotels are designed, 

marketed, and experienced (BBC News, 2018b; Glusac, 2018; Lorenz, 2018). 

Instagram is a self-described “fun and quirky way to share your life with friends 

through a series of pictures” (Instagram, 2017a, para. 2). Instagram imagines the “world 

more connected through photos”, by allowing users “to experience moments in [their] 

friends' lives through pictures as they happen” (Instagram, 2017a, para. 2). Large social 
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media companies like Facebook, WeChat, Snapchat, and Twitter have made sharing 

digital images a popular and widely accessible practice. People are sharing curated 

moments of their lives online, but we do not have a complex understanding of what they 

are sharing and why (John, 2017). I use the term curated to purposely highlight a 

connection between the content, individual posting, and audience. Knowing more about 

sharing in a social media context is important for individuals and society given its 

prevalence and persuasive power. The practices of sharing on Instagram range from the 

ephemeral through to the thoughtful, reflective, and purposeful (Lubar, 2014). Practices 

have also been found to be misleading, harmful, and deceptive (Brown & Tiggemann, 

2016; Fardouly et al., 2017; Franantoni, 2019; Hendrickse et al., 2017). It is an area in 

need of greater theoretical understanding. My study contributes to the knowledge of 

sharing by focusing on art gallery visitors. 

The technology of Instagram’s methods of sharing have evolved over time. Two 

recent developments on Instagram are Instagram Stories and Live Video (Instagram, 

2017a). Instagram Stories allow the user to “share multiple photos and videos” that 

appear “in a slideshow format” as “your story” (Instagram, 2017b, para. 1). A story can 

be bought “to life in new ways with text and drawing tools” that are included on the posts 

(Instagram, 2017b, para. 2). Unlike ordinary posts that remain chronologically ordered 

on the user’s profile, Instagram Stories disappear after 24 hours and will not appear on 

the profile grid or in the feed (Reuters, 2016). If the user wants the story to remain 

available to their followers (or the public at large) they can add this into their Story 

Highlights which makes the content available underneath their profile information 

(Instagram, 2019b). 

Live Video is a functionality within Instagram Stories that allows the user to 

broadcast a live stream video feed. The Live Video disappears from the app once the 

user ends the stream unless a replay is shared through a story. It then will disappear 

after 24 hours unless that story is added as a highlight. Live Video replays include all the 

likes and comments from the original live video. Instagram Stories was believed to have 

been created to compete with rival company Snapchat’s growth; 24-hour Snapchat 
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Stories were available on the platform in 2013 and were considered a major part of its 

popularity. The evolution of Instagram from images to stories to live streaming highlights 

the exploratory nature of the application always seeking to keep users engaged in the 

platform. This thesis only focused on images/videos that were posted to the users’ 

Instagram timeline. No Live Video was observed as posted and Instagram Stories were 

not within the scope of the study.  

Instagram “functions like a window into the everyday lives of its users” (Budge & 

Burness, 2017, p. 9) and its widespread use means it is utilised in a number of social 

contexts. The context that is the focus of this study is visitors using Instagram when 

visiting an art gallery. Using Instagram as a site in this study I was able to uncover 

aspects of the visitor experience inside the gallery which ordinarily would be diff icult to 

observe. Instagramming and the art gallery are synergistic in that visitors are offered a 

plethora of photographic opportunities to share (Budge, 2017). Visitors post their gallery 

experience using Instagram through photographs, videos, commenting, and tagging. 

Instagram turns the personal experience of visiting into something more social. Posts 

become “affective feedback loops” (Grusin, 2010, p.100) that encourage others to self -

reflect, be entertained, and communicate with the user about the experience of art. This 

is an introductory explanation of Instagram practices and an objective of my study is to 

further understand the reasons why visitors used Instagram.   

1.7   Definitions 

The terms art gallery and art museum generally describe the same thing. For 

example, in Brisbane there is the Gallery of Modern Art and in New York there is a 

Museum of Modern Art. Both are institutions that curate and display art collections and 

exhibitions. The term museum is broader as it may also be used to describe a natural 

history museum or science museum. Art museum is a preferred nomenclature in Europe 

and the United States, but for the purposes of this thesis unless I refer to a specifically 

named museum, I use the term art gallery or gallery.  
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The Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) and the GOMA each have their own unique 

institutional identity but operate under a united governance framework. When named 

together they are commonly referred to as the Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of Modern 

Art (QAGOMA). This means that staff who work with the GOMA and their exhibitions 

may also be referred to as employees of QAGOMA. 

1.8   Significance for Galleries 

The existence of the art world provides a space for many professional and para-

professional artists, curators, and educators to generate individual, social, and cultural 

value. The public gallery has the potential to play a major part in this value system 

through making art more accessible and appealing. At an urban and public policy level, 

the gallery is a driver and creator of cultural capital and cohesion (Hooper-Greenhill, 

2007). Many galleries, such as the QAGOMA extend their collections and exhibitions by 

offering educational programs, hosting school visits, and creating learning resources for 

teachers. They do this because at an educational level, public galleries and the art 

displayed within them, are a source of education and learning outside of schools and 

universities (Luckerhoff & Falk, 2016).  

Given the significant role that galleries play in the cultural and educational 

economy, it is imperative that they maintain pace with new technology and its impact on 

their stakeholders. Galleries must develop innovative ways to use technology to attract 

visitors if they want a sustainable future (Barron & Leask, 2017). Despite the positive 

impact that technology can have on a gallery, they traditionally underutilize it and are 

slow to react to new innovations (Lemon, 2014). A comprehensive understanding of 

Instagram, and other forms of modern technology, should be within the interest of 

galleries. A strong understanding of technology can ensure the visitor experience is 

optimised and, in some cases, galleries are better placed to experiment with new 

innovations and technologies. Social network technology, such as Instagram, can help 

galleries specifically catch the attention of new audiences (Jarreau et al., 2019). 
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As mentioned earlier, examining how and why visitors use Instagram in the 

gallery will also lead to a deeper applied understanding of the visitor experience. This in 

turn will help galleries not just from a social network perspective, but through deepening 

the visitors’ educational and cultural connections. A gallery that grows its visitor numbers 

and is more impactful attracts interest from artists, curators, and administrators. This has 

the benefit of adding value to the gallery ecosystem leading to greater economic benefits 

such as sponsorship demand, media exposure, and patronage support.  

Instagram has significance for the gallery as an institution. They are one of the 

more popular places that people use Instagram (Instagram, 2017c). An example of one 

gallery that has identif ied the importance and benefits of engaging with Instagram is the 

GOMA. A performance indicator of the GOMA’s 2016-2020 Strategic Plan is interactions 

with content online. The GOMA uses Instagram “to deliver live reporting and fresh 

content that engaged audiences, developed conversations and encouraged sharing and 

word-of-mouth advocacy” (Queensland Art Gallery, 2016, p. 20). Their Instagram 

account @qagoma has over 74,000 followers, up from 17,094 followers reported on 1 

July 2015. They offer visitors free wi-fi to connect their device to the internet. The 

GOMA encourages visitors to use the hashtag #qagoma and tag their account when 

posting their visit. Their use of Instagram includes incorporating it with targeted exhibition 

engagement activities linked to learning outcomes. 

A recent example related to this study that demonstrates the value of galleries 

engaging with Instagram in creative and novel ways is the Tate Modern. They partnered 

with Facebook to offer a virtual wing where augmented reality was embedded into eight 

paintings. Visitors would use the Instagram camera to view an enhanced experience. 

Facebook worked with the Tate on this project to explore “how AR can reframe museums 

and galleries to increase awareness and appreciation with new generations” (Facebook, 

2019, para. 13). Having activities like this enable a gallery to extend their experience into 

the digital age and emotionally engage with future generations (Commane & Potton, 

2019).  
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Finally, a large proportion of future visitors are the younger generation. They are 

the group of people who are most engaged with Instagram (Greenwood et al., 2016; 

Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Little is known about the motivations and drivers that cause 

young people to visit a gallery (Manna & Palumbo, 2018). Manna and Palumbo (2018) 

in their research into what makes a museum attractive to young people found that 

effective use of social networking technology like Instagram are critical. They go on to 

explain that if a gallery prioritises this technology they can “establish a more direc t and 

dialogic relationship with young visitors” (p. 516). Baker (2017) argues there is an “urgent 

need for museums to connect with younger, more diverse audiences” so as to “ensure a 

strong future” (p. 144). Promoting the gallery to younger audiences, bui lding affinity with 

visitors from an early age, and influencing young people to visit are all objectives for 

successful galleries (J. H. Smith, 2015). This study will demonstrate how Instagram can 

align with these objectives if used well.  

1.9   Significance for Visitors 

The art gallery visitor experience is affected by how the institution views and 

treats its visitors. Baker (2017) argues that visitors are viewed as “consumers of 

information” (p. 156). This frames the visitor experience as determined by the clarity and 

relevance of information passed by the institution to the visitor; appropriate to their needs 

and expectations. Esteemed scholar John Falk (2011) considers that “the visitor 

experience cannot be understood by focussing solely on the museum visit” (p. 142). He 

argues that visitors bring personal, socio-cultural, and physical contexts with them to the 

gallery and these play a strong role in their experience. He believes, as do I, that an 

identity-related approach is a more valuable way to frame the visitor exper ience (Falk, 

2011). An identity-related approach places more importance on the “visitors’ needs and 

agendas, rather than...the institution’s needs and agendas” (p. 152). To prioritise the 

visitors’ needs and agendas a gallery must first know and understand  more about their 

visitors; current and potential. 
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This is where I see part of the significance of this thesis. Through the lens of 

Instagram, galleries can learn more about their visitors ’ identity, aesthetic experience, 

and social objectives. By knowing more about their visitors, galleries can better align 

their experiences and content with visitors’ expectations (Arias, 2018). In doing so , they 

can strengthen the benefits and positive aspects of visiting and viewing art. This is 

important as we already know that visiting the gallery has been linked to personal well-

being (Parkinson et al., 2019) and viewing art has been linked to learning (Burnham, 

1994). I argue that Instagram works with the visitors’ experience and it has the potential 

to amplify several aspects of the gallery experience.  

Instagram use in the gallery is also significant for visitors in an educational 

context. It is possible that people have been informed by articles that have linked 

Instagram to narcissism (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016), depression (Brown & Tiggermann, 

2016), loneliness (Dumas et al., 2017) and overzealous selfie-taking (Hunter, 2018; 

Pardes, 2018). In an art setting, people may have also read negative commentary about 

Instagram users ruining the experience of art (Codik, 2018; Reyburn, 2018; Steinmetz, 

2018; Vox, 2018) or creating an “existential void” in the appreciation of art (Hess, 2018, 

para 1). Reading this commentary, it would appear incongruous to argue that Instagram 

had any value in an educational context. It is certainly diff icult to find mainstream media 

commentary highlighting the positive educational aspects of using Instagram. This is 

despite the positive aspects that have been reported in the literature (Bell, 2013; Byrd & 

Denney, 2018; Erarslan, 2019; Mansor & Abd Rahim, 2017; Serpagli, 2017). I would also 

argue that in an art gallery setting there are educational benefits to consider with 

Instagram use. My study aims to highlight these by exploring visitor and gallery practices 

against relevant theories - namely sharing, aesthetic experience, and space.  

Lemon (2010, 2013) has built much of the foundational empirical knowledge 

linking digital photography with positive educational outcomes. Digital photography has 

a central role in Instagram use and my study will further interrogate its application in an 

educational context. This is particularly significant for visitors who come to the gallery to 

learn. There may be ways that a visitor or gallery could align Instagram with their 
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educational objectives. This study will show that there are pedagogical aspects to 

consider within Instagram use, particularly relevant for arts educators. These aspects 

could help educators and their students gain a greater knowledge and understanding of 

art. It could also help visitors to make personal connections with their experience of art - 

something that arts educators strive towards (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). In short, my 

study proposes to understand how and why visitors use Instagram in the gallery and 

articulate its affect on the gallery experience. By doing so, visitors, gallery staff, arts 

educators, and artists, will have a greater understanding of the role, opportunities, and 

limitations of Instagram relevant to their objectives. They will also be in a better position 

to make reasoned judgements about the role of Instagram in their experience/ 

engagement.  

1.10   Significance for Arts Education 

Since at least the 1930s the arts have supported our modern education system 

guiding people to see the world differently promoting the subjective experiential 

development and interpretation of meaning (Dewey, 1934; Greene, 2011; Sabol, 2013). 

Art is a space of constantly evolving alternative realities expanding the way students 

perceive and interact with the world (Heilig et al., 2010). Art provides the educational 

opportunity to study and engage with unusual objects, performances, myths, metaphors, 

and abstractions. The arts are a humanist space where social relations are developed, 

and cultural respect protected and advocated. The support of the arts in our culture and 

education system is critical in teaching our next generation to further develop and protect 

a tolerant and safe society (Stalla, 2015). This thesis is deeply connected to these areas 

and aims to highlight improved education and cultural practices offered by modern 

technology within the arts. The modern technology I refer to and will examine is 

Instagram.  

The arts make a significant contribution to our education system. Our schools, 

colleges, and universities formally teach the arts. Outside of these education institutions 

public galleries are also a source of education and learning through the arts (Luckerhoff 
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& Falk, 2016). The arts however does not sit comfortably in the world of standardised 

assessment, rankings, and social order. Concerns have been raised in the United States 

of America that arts education continues to function at the periphery in public schools 

and is considered a discipline of lesser importance (Sabol, 2010). In 2011, The Russell 

Group of universities in the United Kingdom excluded Arts as a facilitating subject in their 

guide to students taking A levels seeking to maximise their post-schooling tertiary 

choices (Tickle, 2013). 8 years later, the guide was removed as concerns were 

expressed by universities and the community that arts education had been devalued 

because of the information published by the Russell Group (Busby, 2019, Weale, 2019). 

Arts is seen predominantly as prerequisite for students with existing talent in the 

discipline, not for the interdisciplinary educational benefits it may yield (Winner & 

Hetland, 2008). An example of this was highlighted by Bardes et al. (2001) who found 

that medical students who study art improved their empirical skills in observation and 

increased their awareness of emotional and character expression in patients’ faces. 

Despite the consensus of the value art education provides young people, there are 

studies claiming no convincing evidence of a causal relationship between arts education 

and young people’s academic and other wider outcomes (See & Kokotsaki, 2016). This 

raises an important concern for those of us who believe in and value the arts in our 

education system. What can we do to support the fight for the arts to win the debate to 

strengthen its place in our education system, and to ensure its appropriate funding? 

Public support for funding the arts in Australia is in decline and the push for 

economisation further threatens its sustainability (Tregear, 2018). Economisation means 

justifying the value of the arts through its economic output (Throsby, 2018).  

Hubard (2011) agrees that we are in an “educational climate that has little room 

for the arts and where assessment is paramount” (p. 177). She asks that “those of us 

who care about interactions with art must find stronger, more compelling ways to 

articulate those educational rewards that elude standardization and measurement” (p. 

177). An aim of this research is to hear this call to action and provide evidence, 

recommendations, and ideas to others supporting the arts in the education debate. This 
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research, and I as the researcher, are relationally and intersubjectively connected to the 

various actors, objects, and systems that form the space of this debate. My goal is for 

this research experience and outcome to form a composition of those relationships 

adding tangible strength to the value of supporting the arts in our education system. 

The significance of this thesis to arts education is that I will show how Instagram 

may be used as an educational tool in the gallery. I will also show how Instagram is used 

to promote the arts and to positively influence others to value and appreciate the arts. 

Further, my study demonstrates that Instagram can work with the aesthetic experience 

making it deeper and more distinctive for an individual. Arts educators should be 

enthusiastic about Instagram and consider the ways in which they can engage with it to 

add value to their pedagogical and professional objectives. This thesis builds on research 

that has linked the use of digital photography in the classroom with several positive 

educational outcomes (Lemon, 2010, 2013, 2014). 

1.11 Structure of the Thesis 

Following this introductory chapter this thesis will be structured as follows. 

Chapter 2 covers the literature review as well as introducing the theoretical framework 

used in this study. The literature is then examined as it relates to Instagram and cultural 

institutions. The practical reasons why visitors would use Instagram at a cultural 

institution are considered, before tracing the pre/early Instagram cultural institution 

research. The literature on visitor photography in cultural institutions is then investigated, 

given that photography is a central aspect of Instagram use. The positive and negative 

aspects of visitor photography is reviewed before exploring the institutional relationship 

that connects to visitors’ use of photography. The literature as it relates to closely 

associated tourism photography practices is reviewed; esteemed scholar John Urry 

(1990) and his theory of tourist hermeneutics helps to explain aspects of the practices 

observed in this study. The relationship between photography research and Instagram 

is then discussed in greater detail; how the development of smart devices has shifted 

the understanding of how images are created and consumed (Hjorth & Burgess, 2014; 
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Pink, 2011). The overarching framework of rules and policies that shape photographic 

practices on Instagram is then highlighted.  

 The literature review further explores the three key theoretical areas that are the 

subject of this study: sharing, aesthetic experience, and space. Firstly, the meaning of 

sharing, the benefits of sharing, what we share on Instagram, sharing as influence, 

sharing as a self -presentation practice, hashtags, and the imagined audience is 

explored. Secondly, the concept, definition, and goal of the aesthetic experience is 

examined. Further, the relationships between the aesthetic experience and objects, 

personal associations, art galleries, and Instagram is outlined. The ways in which an 

aesthetic experience can be evolved and extended is then discussed. Finally, the notion 

of Instagramming, space, and the visitor is reviewed. This is done by considering the 

spatialised dimensions of the gallery and how theories of space affect visitor 

Instagramming. Spatial theorists Kurt Lewin (1936), James Gibson (1977), and Henri 

Lefebvre (1991) are discussed. In doing so, spatial theories are reviewed against what 

we know about visitor spatial practices. The section on space is completed by exploring 

the concept of visitor movement and emplaced visuality (Hjorth & Pink, 2012).  

Chapter 3 details the research methodology used to study and analyse visitor 

Instagram practices in the gallery. Prior to outlining the research design, the previous 

Instagram research methods that have taken place within art galleries are referred to. 

The methodologies chosen by these researchers are compared with my study identifying 

the gap in the research. My position as a researcher is discussed and how I identified 

and controlled the relational dimension of my presence, helping to manage any 

methodological challenges in the study (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000). 

 The theoretical underpinnings of my research design are outlined, followed by a 

description of the observations and semi-structured interviews used as components of 

the ethnographic (visual)-grounded theory method of data collection and analysis. Insight 

is offered into the experience of being a researcher using Instagram as a site for data 

collection. The five methodological phases (Table 3, p. 81) are explained, through which 

I conducted 550 observations, 17 visitor participant semi-structured interviews, and four 
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Gallery participant semi-structured interviews. Despite using ethnography (visual) , a 

grounded theory analytical framework was chosen. The explanatory power within 

grounded theory assisted the structuring of answers to the research questions. The 

chapter is continued by detailing the research setting, participants, and participant 

recruitment before explaining in detail a breakdown in each step in the data collection 

and analysis. The final part of Chapter 3 addresses the limitations of my study before 

discussing the ethical considerations of my research design. 

Chapter 4 presents and discusses the findings of my study as a result of the 

ethnography (visual)-grounded theory analysis. This chapter draws heavily on the 

participants’ voices and is divided into three major sections. The first section presents 

the grounded theory categories formed around art gallery visitor Instagram practices. 

This section informed the answers to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a). The second section 

outlines and discusses the categories formed around the gallery staff participants of the 

study, informing the answer to RQ3(b). The final section of Chapter 4 addresses the core 

categories relating to Instagram and the future practice of art galleries. This section 

guides the answer to RQ4 in that it focuses on how the knowledge gained through the 

study informs future practice. 

In Chapter 5, the conclusions of my study are shared. I summarise the important 

findings in relation to the visitor experience and Instagram and discuss their implications 

for future practices. Recommendations are also made for future research, drawing on 

my experience using Instagram as a site of research.  I f inish by noting areas that were 

not within the scope of my study, but which are theoretically compelling research 

opportunities for future scholars to consider. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

In order to demonstrate how Instagram in the art gallery coalesces the visitors’ 

aesthetic experience by social media sharing and by the mediation of space, the three 

concepts underpinning this research need to be explicated, explored, and reviewed: 

sharing, aesthetic experience and space (Suess, 2015). Although empirical 

examinations have been employed within each area, research that explored the 

integrated use of all three was unable to be located, and hence reviewed.  The reason 

for a focus on these three areas is the result of an earlier research Master degree I 

completed in 2015. The findings in this degree highlighted a connection between sharing, 

aesthetic experience, space, and the Instagram practices of art gallery visitors. These 

three areas best represent the theoretical concepts which when combined with the 

findings of this study will inform answers to the research questions. 

Instagram practices in the art gallery are an emerging area of research. There is 

not a specifically large body of literature to review. Therefore, this literature review will 

also examine several strands of literature, in addition to sharing, aesthetic experience, 

and space, that coalesce and underpin visitors’ Instagram practices. In the first part of 

this chapter the context of this study as it relates to Instagram and cultural institutions, 

photography in cultural institutions, and photography and Instagram is examined. The 

purpose of doing this is to highlight that whilst Instagram is a relatively new form of 

technology, it is connected to the established research field of photography; a central 

function of the Instagram application. Examining these areas is required as they relate 

to the research questions. Whilst Instagram is a relatively new form of technology, it is 

an evolution of camera-based photographic practices that have existed for decades.  

The second part of this chapter reviews the literature in relation to sharing, 

aesthetic experience, and space. Firstly, sharing is addressed by framing its purpose 

and meaning in the context of social media. Hashtags and sharing are explored as the 

use of hashtags facilitated the collection of posts from Instagram in this study. The 
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imagined audience is also considered, specifically its relationship to a user when posting 

content and structuring a profile online. Secondly, aesthetic experience is reviewed, with 

the goal of knowing as an objective of the aesthetic experience. Further, it is considered 

how an aesthetic experience may evolve over time through reflection, association, and 

embodied response. The literature was examined as to how Instagramming could be 

part of an aesthetic experience through extending the mind and developing a meta-

representational structuring of feeling. Finally, the literature on the individual as a 

mediator of space was reviewed. The literature acknowledges the importance of 

considering the power of space in any visitor experience research at the gallery. There 

are physical and imagined dimensions of human agency in space, also social spaces 

and socio-spatial structures. Through Instagram, we discover new digital spaces that are 

created and negotiated by an art gallery visitor. Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic model of space 

is also reviewed alongside other studies that have applied his theory to human practices.  

The third and final part of this chapter reviews the literature on ethnography 

(visual)-grounded theory which was used as the research methodology of this study. It 

is important that I note this study is different from my previous masters research. There 

were methodological differences between the studies that are discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter 3: Methodology. In summary, ethnography (visual) and grounded theory were 

co-opted in this research, unlike my Masters which acted as a case study. This research 

was also distinct in its exploration of the researcher and relational elements connected 

to the project; Instagram, objects of art, and the visitor participants. This research also 

went further by examining data drawn not just from visitors but also gallery participants, 

to which it subsequently makes recommendations for future practices based on the 

knowledge found in this study.  

An examination of the literature found no examples of these areas being 

examined together. An objective of this study is to analyse the participant data against 

this grouping of concepts to make recommendations and offer guidance for research and 

new thinking for arts practitioners, gallery professionals, and visitors. 
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Literature review sections 

2.1 
Instagram 
and 
cultural 
institutions 

2.2  
Visitor 
photography in 
cultural 
institutions 

2.3  
Visitor 
photography 
and 
Instagram 

2.4 
Sharing 

2.5 
Aesthetic 
experience  

2.6 
Instagramming, 
space, and the 
visitor  

2.1 Instagram and Cultural Institutions 

Instagram use by visitors to cultural institutions is a popular practice (Budge, 

2017; Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018). This popularity should gain the attention of cultural 

institutions as they are under increasing pressure to attract new audiences, broaden their 

appeal, and deepen engagement with the community (Lazaridou et al., 2017). Instagram 

presents cultural institutions with an opportunity to approach these objectives given its 

large and growing user base, age diverse user demographic, and pro-social functionality 

(Suess, 2018).  

Cultural institutions are a popular location for Instagram use and several cultural 

institutions already engage with the platform successfully. For example, the New York 

Public Library received recent international attention when they placed classical literature 

on their Instagram account as Instagram Stories (New York Public Library, 2018). In 

2017, the seventh most Instagrammed location globally was the Musée du Louvre in 

Paris, France (Instagram, 2017c). Art as a subject matter is particularly popular on 

Instagram and was the eighth most used hashtag (#art) in content posted in 2019 

(Chacon, 2020). A hashtag is “a short keyword, prefixed with the hash symbol ‘#’” (Bruns 

& Burgess, 2011, p. 1), which also acts as an address. If you visit the web address 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/art/ you find all the public Instagram images 

that contain the tag #art.  

2.1.1   Instagram and Visitors.  

Practically speaking, some of the reasons individuals would use Instagram when 

visiting a cultural institution include to: 
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• Take photographs and/or videos of what they were seeing and experiencing, then 

upload those to their Instagram account, possibly including text, emojis (such as 

ideograms), and/or digital stickers in the post; 

• Observe posts made by others on Instagram related to the exhibition before or 

after their visit, allowing them to check out the exhibition before visiting, or reflect 

on their visit and observe how the exhibition had been represented by others; 

• Engage in social interaction on Instagram connected to their visit, through 

comments and likes with other users, some of whom may be followers within the 

user’s existing network; 

• Join a cultural institution promoted campaign activity, using a specific hashtag or 

to participate in some other institutionally directed manner such as an 

engagement program;  

• Use Instagram as a creative tool to amplify or shape their visitor experience 

and/or their identity in general; or 

• Display affinity towards the cultural institution, for example in the case of an art 

gallery the affinity may be directed at the artist. 

A central functionality of the Instagram application is photography; photography 

has always been a popular practice when visiting a cultural institution (Bourdieu, 1990; 

Lobinger, 2016). Photography has been made easier, more enjoyable, and affordable 

with the increase and availability of smart devices, internet connectivity, and photograph 

sharing internet applications. Practically all new smart devices come with in-built high-

quality cameras, and sufficient memory storage to allow large numbers of digital 

photographs to be taken and stored within the device. The costs of mobile internet 

connectivity has reduced over time and many cultural institutions have accessed this 

trend by offering visitors free wireless internet connection, increasing the ability of their 

guests to access social media platforms such as Instagram. This growth and 

development of smart devices combined with the availability of internet connectivity 

generally aligns with the growth in Instagram accounts and photographs uploaded each 

day. Some researchers have argued there is currently a shift in social media 
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communication particularly amongst young people away from text centred social media 

towards image-based sharing platforms such as Instagram (Brake, 2018). Despite 

Instagram’s growth in users and activity over its 9 years in existence, it is still emerging 

as a focus area of research (Budge, 2017; Burness, 2016). 

2.1.2   Pre-early Instagram Cultural Institution Research.  

The use of Instagram in a cultural institution is connected to museum postcard 

technology which has existed since at least the early 1900s (Staff, 1966; Larkin, 2017). 

Museum postcards were created to offer visitors and tourists images of museum objects, 

buildings, and surroundings that they could “take away with them, creating a feedback 

loop that would gradually inform relations between the museum and its public ” (Larkin, 

2017, para. 13). Museum postcards reflect the history of cultural institutions and their 

ongoing attempts to reach outside their walls into the community through shared 

dialogue (Malraux, 1967). Larkin (2017) provides important foundational knowledge in 

this area through his exploration of museum postcards and he highlights the rich history 

between individuals, cultural institutions, and photographs.  

Pre-Instagram research examined the topic of cultural institutions and social 

media considering how the rise of social media use may affect an institution’s 

communication with audiences (Russo et al., 2006, 2008). Russo et al. (2006) answered 

this question by recommending that cultural institutions needed to change their 

communication models, see themselves as part of the knowledge sharing network, 

discover new social media audiences, and overcome any internal barriers that may 

hinder such change. Russo et al. (2008) further built on this research supporting the 

vision for cultural institutions to be part of the knowledge-sharing social network, either 

by creating networks themselves or improving existing networks. They went on to argue 

that cultural institutions should actively connect audiences to their content and 

encourage user-generated content to enable greater cultural participation. The findings 

of both Russo et al.’s (2006, 2008) research projects have been found over time to be 

accurate, as cultural institutions can be seen evolving their social media engagement 
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using it for knowledge sharing, discovering new audiences, and encouraging user-

generated content (Budge, 2017). 

Arvantis (2010) built on the foundation of pre-Instagram cultural institution 

research when he investigated mobile devices in the museum. He highlighted that mobile 

devices should go beyond the transmission of knowledge from the museum to visitors to 

connecting the everyday experience of the public back into the museum (Arvantis, 2010). 

Importantly, he also observed how mobile devices can work alongside the visitor 

experience helping to create “museum moments away from the museum” (Arvantis, 

2010, p. 171). Kidd (2011) and Laws (2011) also made notable contributions in this field 

through their examinations of social media use and cultural institutions. Laws (2011) 

highlighted the ability of social media to increase participation in museums and her study 

focused on the creation of a social network analytics framework to measure and assess 

the impact and outcomes of museums’ online activities. Kidd (2011) noted the role of 

social media in creating and improving museum sharing communities and drew attention 

to the potential of social media to “extend, complement or even replace the “offline” 

museum” (p. 73). 

One of the earliest research studies involving Instagram use by visitors to a 

cultural institution was conducted by Weilenmann et al. (2013) at the Gothenburg Natural 

History Museum in Sweden. Their research examined 222 Instagram posts made by 

visitors to the Museum and conducted 16 participant interviews looking to understand 

visitors’ Instagram practices. Their analysis found that visitors re-curated and re-

categorised the exhibition for themselves, their Instagram posts creating new narratives. 

Additionally, their research found that through Instagram visitors extended the dialogue 

beyond the Museum walls, reframing and representing the Museum content in new ways; 

challenging traditional museum communication models.  

Following on from Weilenmann et al.’s (2013) Museum research, the first art 

gallery study involving Instagram was my own in 2014 (Suess, 2015). In this study, I 

found that visitors used Instagram at the Gallery in complex and meaningful ways. 
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Instagram conjoined with their aesthetic experience to document their visit and promote 

and recommend the exhibition to others (Suess, 2015). 

Budge’s (2017) research was the next to specifically look at Instagram use in the 

art gallery context through a case study at a 2014 exhibition Recollect: Shoes at the 

Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences in Sydney, Australia. 130 Instagram posts were 

collected that had been hashtagged with #recollectshoes and/or geotagged to the 

Museum. The resulting analysis finding that visitors in part were object focussed 

displaying close-up images of the shoes and their material qualities (Budge, 2017). It 

was further found that Instagram had been connected to the aesthetic experience of the 

visitors at the exhibition through creating meaning of what they had seen, by “capturing, 

documenting and sharing images of objects and (the) associated exhibition context” 

(Budge, 2017, p. 82). 

Budge and Burness (2017) were the next to address Instagram and cultural 

institutions in their case study examining how visitors represented their Sydney Museum 

of Contemporary Art (MCA) experience on Instagram. Their research collected and 

analysed 390 images finding that visitors used Instagram to communicate their shared 

experience through photography and their agency as a visitor to engage with the objects 

on display, asserting an authority over their experience through Instagram. Budge and 

Burness (2017) also highlighted that Instagram use by visitors created a “nuanced 

relationship between people, objects, museums and technology” which they argued 

leads to a deeper understanding of engagement to “reimagine and reconfigure” new 

ways museums could interact with the public (p. 12).  

It was back to Budge (2018a) who provided the next two studies into this area 

when she first analysed Instagram posts collected through a geotag search over one day 

from the GOMA and the MCA. She found that visitors’ Instagram posts were used for 

place-making and social presence, highlighting the “museum as a place to experience, 

and the social act of communicating presence to others” (2018a, p. 118). In her next 

study, over a 7-day period Budge (2018b) gathered Instagram posts from visitors to the 

Immersion Room at the Cooper Hewitt Museum of Art and Design in Manhattan. She 
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found that visitors used Instagram to align with their construction of self/identity, place-

making, and play objectives. Most notably Budge (2018b) also found that visitors use 

Instagram to communicate museum space; their immersive experience. Budge (2020) 

later re-analysed the data from her earlier two case studies (2018a, 2018b) elaborating 

and reaffirming her earlier finding that place and place-making are significant aspects of 

meaningful content that is produced and shared to Instagram. 

Arias (2018) provided the next contribution when she investigated over 4,000 

Instagram posts tagged to the Museum of Islamic Art’s geolocation in Doha, Qatar 

between November 2014 and November 2015. She found that Instagram highlighted a 

dialectical visual relationship between individuals and the museum in that the visitor and 

museum worked together to create a “matched expectation and experience” (p. 12). 

Arias (2018) also found that visitors made identity connections between the museum and 

social and cultural environments, using Instagram posts to memorialise their visit and be 

part of a networked memory community. 

Mainstream media has also published several articles associated with the rise in 

Instagram use at cultural institutions (Codik, 2018; Eichner, 2018; Judkis, 2018; Kino, 

2018; Lauson, 2019; McIntosh, 2018; Nair, 2018; Pardes, 2018; Quito, 2018; Reyburn, 

2018; Suess & Budge, 2018). These articles have drawn attention to a concept called 

pop-up museums, which are temporary exhibits generally themed and designed to 

connect with popular culture (examples include the Museum of Ice Cream and Museum 

of Pizza). Popular artist Yayoi Kusama also attracts a large amount of visitor content 

published to Instagram centred on her exhibitions. These articles have encouraged a 

debate about the effect of Instagram on museum audiences raising questions such as 

the meaning and purpose of a museum, Instagram’s effect on curated exhibition content, 

and the character of an Instagram-led experience.  

New adjectives are being used to describe such exhibitions and pop-up museums 

including Insta-friendly, Insta-worthy, and Insta-ready. The discussion about Instagram 

users’ influence on cultural institution audiences reinforces Kirchberg and Trondle’s 

(2012) argument that the visitor experience is a central tenet of a cultural institution. 
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Cultural institutions need to research and be aware of the emergence of Instagram. It 

creates an opportunity to engage with younger audiences with a technology to which 

they are attracted and with which they are generally literate (Lemon, 2014; Pierroux et 

al., 2011). An additional institutional benefit of Instagram is that it is another way to 

discover insight into how visitors are experiencing their exhibitions, content, and 

representing it to others (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018; Suess, 2018).  

Cultural institutions that do not engage with Instagram potentially limit the 

educational opportunities the platform offers. Such disregard runs counter to the cultural 

institutional values of public interest, inclusivity, and cultural pluralism (Stylianou-

Lambert, 2017). In the case of art galleries which are constructed, maintained, and 

evolved through the collective of multiple actors, including visitors (Becker, 1982), 

Instagrammers are an influential group within the art world who require further 

understanding. An objective of this study is to develop more knowledge of cultural 

institutions and visitors’ use of Instagram, specifically new areas of knowledge in 

aesthetic experience and space.  

2.2 Visitor Photography in Cultural Institutions 

Considering the limited research available examining Instagram and its 

relationship with cultural institutions or more specifically art galleries, it is useful to look 

to the literature that has examined visitor photography in cultural institutions. It is 

important to note that little is also known about visitor photography in the context of 

cultural institutions (Miles, 2016). The research that is available is informative relative to 

this study. Photography is a central function of the Instagram application causing it to be 

directly relevant to the research questions of this study. 

Despite the earlier reference about visitor experience being a central tenet of a 

cultural institution, visitor photography in cultural institutions is not universally accepted 

as a visitor right (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018). Stylianou-Lambert (2017) in recent notable 

research that aimed to explore and understand visitor photography in art museums found 

that visitors who used photography in a museum that allowed the practice had positive 

attitudes towards photography. For these visitors it enhanced certain aspects of the 
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museum experience including extending and expanding the experience and increasing 

their attentiveness. It was further found in this study that visitors who held negative 

attitudes towards photography felt their own practice had a detrimental effect on their 

experience. Stylianou-Lambert (2017) also sought to elicit the motivations of visitors 

using photography finding that visitors who took their own photographs whilst visiting 

valued their practice “for its capacity to (a) enact memories, (b) share experiences with  

others, (c) educate, (d) inspire, (e) (re)affirm self -identity, and (f) provide material for 

artistic creation” (p. 133).  

2.2.1 Positive and Negative Aspects of Visitor Photography.  

Other factors found to support visitor photography in cultural institutions include 

that:  

• Photography allows a visitor to take with them an experience-preserving 

memento (Henkel et al., 2016; Hirsch, 1997; Kuhn, 2007; Lemon, 2014; Pyyry, 

2013), and esteemed scholars Sontag (1977) and Bourdieu (1990), support this 

view framing photography as a mode of appropriation, accumulation, and 

possession for the photographer; 

• Photography motivates visitors to learn and has been connected to educational 

outcomes (Leighton, 2007; Lemon, 2018; Stylianou-Lambert, 2017; Vartiainen & 

Enkenberg, 2014); 

• Photography extends visitors’ engagement with the cultural institution as visitors 

share their digital images with others, either in-person or electronically, 

recounting the experience through the photographs they have taken (Lemon, 

2013); 

• Photography helps visitors, especially tourists, achieve their objectives in 

witnessing the cultural institution in the media, magazines, and through other 

visitor representations (Urry, 1990); see for example Thurlow and Jaworski’s 

(2011) discussion about Pisa Pushers at the leaning tower of Pisa in Italy;  



35 
 

• Photographs act as objects that circulate memories or stories amongst people 

over time and in different spaces, producing, and reinforcing the cultural meaning 

of the institution (Sather-Wagstaff, 2008); 

• Allowing visitor photography gives an individual more power to determine how 

they want to engage in their aesthetic experience (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017); 

• The sharing of cultural institution photographs with others has been linked to 

knowledge building, learning to value the contributions of others (Lemon, 2018), 

stimulating conversation, and asserting one’s identity (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017); 

• Photographs connect the social life of visitors outside of the cultural institution 

with the institution’s content (Sayre & Wetterlund, 2008); 

• For visitors with a positive view of photography, it increases their engagement 

and enjoyment during a visit (Barasch et al., 2016); 

• A photograph links to the endowment effect (a subjective feeling of ownership 

that inflates our value of things) where people place a sense of value on objects 

they own or perceive to be theirs; we are unable to take home the physical objects 

of an exhibition, but we do own our personal experience of it, and a photograph 

is a tangible way to keep part of the exhibition (Reb & Connolly, 2007); and that 

• Young adults who took photographs with their mobile devices, and have a 

purpose for their visit, are engaged with an exhibition in a more mindful way than 

those who do not have their smart device with them or were without a specific 

goal for their visit (Hughes & Moscardo, 2017). 

Conversely some of the reasons against the use of photography in cultural 

institutions include: 

• Claims that flashes used in photography may damage artworks (Schaeffer, 

2001); the validity of this claim has been challenged (Evans, 1994); 

• The cultural appropriateness of visitor photography in cultural institutions that are 

recognised as sacred. For example, Sather-Wagstaff (2008) examined 

photography in relation to visitors to the World Trade Centre Memorial 
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highlighting the potential for negative assumptions that are made about tourists 

photographing sites of tragedy; 

• Cultural institutions have generally been unprepared and discouraging of 

technology (Lemon, 2014); 

• Legal restrictions related to intellectual property and security of the environment, 

for example prohibiting selfie sticks which are considered dangerous if not used 

safely (Gibson, 2013; Stylianou-Lambert, 2017); 

• Photography when visiting a cultural institution has been linked to “memory 

impairment” (Henkel et al., 2016, p. 171) in that a visitor’s experience is drawn 

away from contemplation in the moment by the photographic practice impairing 

their ability to later recall the experience in detail; and 

• Photography in a cultural institution is not conducive to quiet contemplation and 

personal encounters (Lay, 2014; Rosenbloom, 2014). Stylianou-Lambert (2017) 

further considers some of the negative sentiment towards visitor photography 

including that it leads to noise, confusion, disturbance, and tension between 

visitors. The tension between visitors is claimed to be created from those wanting 

a clear view to photograph and those wanting a viewing that is more peaceful 

(Bailey, 2014).  

2.2.2 Institutional Relationship with Visitor Photography.  

There is a lack of consensus in dealing with photographic policies in cultural 

institutions (Kiiler, 2011). With the rise in visitor smart device photography, cultural 

institutions are faced with a challenge in conceptualising the modern visitor, and naming 

what is and what is not a desirable visitor experience (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). The 

ideal visitor (Van Rossem, 2016) is one way to approach this, framing each visitor 

experience as inherently subjective and providing an aesthetic experience with multiple 

optional entry points (Burnham, 1994). This means cultural institutions must carefully 

navigate the concepts of what is considered ideal behaviour . Is visitor photography 

regarded by the institution as a benefit or hindrance to the visitor?  
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Leftwich (2016) believes that photography should be viewed with a sense of 

opportunity which poses the question, How can it be used to help both visitor and the 

institution meet their objectives? A similar construct of the ideal visitor is Ranciere’s 

(2009) emancipated spectator. The emancipated spectator is the idea that as a visitor 

“there is no more a privileged form than there is a privileged starting point. Everywhere 

there are starting points, intersections and junctions that enable us to learn something 

new” (Ranciere, 2009, p. 17). The emancipated spectator teaches us that we are not 

ignorant of knowledge by an inequality of intelligence between visitor and institution. Our 

experience is not only that which the cultural institution makes us or wants us to 

experience, it is the knowledge that is brought to the relationship; our intellectual goals 

define our visit (Ranciere, 2009). 

Studying the photographs taken by visitors and asking them about their content 

is a good place to improve the evidence available that leads to understanding visitor 

photography and the construct of an ideal visitor experience. Chlebus-Grudzień’s (2018) 

research into photography in museums suggested three ways cultural institutions could 

categorise and further understand visitor photographs, “1) presenting one’s own image, 

2) relation to the museum, and 3) interaction with heritage” (p. 10). One’s own image 

refers to the visitor’s self-image (or selfie) at the museum, relation to the museum are 

images that represent the museum as a place, and interaction with heritage means 

images of the objects of the exhibition/ museum.  

Photographing something in a cultural institution beautif ies and objectif ies the 

subject matter (Despard, 2015), and provides a window into the gaze of visitors. Visitor 

photographs are placed in a hierarchy of visibility (Leftwich, 2016); they represent 

content that an individual has through act and omission, with a degree of care and 

attention, deemed worthy of capturing (Schirato & Webb, 2004). Stylianou-Lambert 

(2017) encourages cultural institutions wanting to better understand visitor photography 

to take an interest in the photographs they take and speak directly with the visitors about 

their practices. Cultural institutions should also consider where Instagram is positioned 

within the hierarchy of visitor experiences as Instagram highlights that some places, 



38 
 

spaces, and experiences are seen by Instagram users as being more Instagram-worthy 

or worthy of the attention of others (Despard, 2015). Viewing visitor photography 

dichotomously as either good or bad should be avoided. Burness (2016) cautions us not 

to link the rise in smart device photography in cultural institutions with moral panic; it is 

important to critically examine the practice and seek to answer the questions it raises.  

2.2.3 Visitor Photography and Tourism Practices.  

Visiting cultural institutions is a popular tourist activity and we can be informed by 

the literature that has examined tourist photography practices inside and outside of 

cultural institutions (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018). Thurlow and Jaworski’s (2011) research 

into Pisa Pushers found that tourist photography practice is linked to a hermeneutic cycle 

(Urry, 1990). This means that visitors’ behaviour is shaped by the photographs they have 

already seen of others’ photographs of the same objective/scene. Their practice 

becomes focused on obtaining a photograph for themselves, rather than interest in the 

site they are visiting. Thurlow and Jaworski (2011) demonstrate the hermeneutic cycle 

in action through the Leaning Tower of Pisa example, where visitor photography is 

“stylised, scripted and staged” (p. 9) through reproductions of the iconic image of placing 

oneself within the image with the illusion of touching or holding up the Leaning Tower.   

They further describe tourist visitor photography as stance-taking, which 

according to them “entails the various ways people position themselves with respect to 

the things they say or do themselves, or with respect to the things other people say or 

do” (p. 10). If we consider photography as stance-taking this contextualises it as a way 

of structuring dialogue between two people (Jaffe, 2009). Through taking a photograph 

the person is offering something about themselves, either explicitly or through inference 

(Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011). With reference to my study, when people post a photograph 

of their visit to the gallery to Instagram they are stance-taking; telling others something 

about themselves. The stance that the visitor is sharing could be simply playful, 

victorious, subversive (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011) or something more complex and 

imagined, with “various meanings, logics and implications” (Tufekci, 2014, p. 1).  
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The hermeneutic cycle also means that photographs taken by visitors may look 

similar to photographs they have seen taken by others or displayed in media publications 

such as the gallery website (Stewart, 2018). An Instagram account @insta_repeat 

highlights the hermeneutic cycle on display on Instagram through collecting series of 

posts that are repeated photographs of place and experience gathered from different 

users. Kohn’s (2017) research supports this, he found that Instagram encouraged 

aesthetic imitation within communities with internalized shared formal norms. He argued 

Instagram was a “hermetical aesthetic system that threatens to stif le personal creativity” 

(p. 111). 

This section demonstrated that recent investigations into photography at cultural 

institutions have been shown to offer many benefits, outweighing the negative effects. It 

has also highlighted gaps in the research, namely mobile smart device image based 

social media platforms such as Instagram, that allow visitors not only photography but 

geo-locative functionality, pro-social dynamics, and the ability to post text with images in 

digital form. This section also highlighted the link between research into tourist 

photography, hermeneutics, and Instagram. 

2.3 Photography and Instagram 

 This section examines the literature as it relates to photography and Instagram. 

Instagram is intimately connected to photography in that participation on the Instagram 

platform is primarily done through the photographic image; either through sharing one’s 

own photographs or sharing in viewing others’ photographs. The Instagram application 

layers the practice of photography with pro-social functions such as liking and 

commenting. Instagram is also mobile as an application, it is used primarily through 

mobile smart devices such as iPhones and Androids. Mobile has a dual meaning, it 

means the device has mobile functionality and that individuals carrying a device are 

mobile in movement (Hjorth & Pink, 2014; Lazaridou et al., 2017). 

Creating content for Instagram happens through the practice of photography. 

Photographs may be taken with a mobile smart device camera, screenshot camera 

within the smart device, or using a traditional photographic camera. Photography itself is 
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not a major motivating factor to use Instagram (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016); it is more a 

means-to-an-ends. Sheldon and Bryant (2016) uncovered four main categories that 

motivate individuals to use Instagram being surveillance/knowledge about others, 

documentation, coolness/popularity, and creativity. These motives highlight that whilst 

photography is central to Instagram use, it is a practice that is used to meet other 

objectives namely the expression or communication of oneself through photographs and 

users viewing the photographs of others. Nevertheless, we should not ignore the 

research into photography as it is such an essential part of Instagram use. 

2.3.1 Photographs, Instagram, and Research.  

Instagram through its high quantity of user-generated photography is a rich space 

for sociological data and useful when conducting a study into visitor practices. 

Photographs on Instagram are a glimpse into how individuals frame the world around 

them through the lens (Sontag, 1977). The ease, availability, mobility, and inconspicuous 

nature of smart device photography also provides a broader scale of photographic data. 

Serafinelli (2017) in research into Instagram, photograph sharing, and visual social 

relationships found that Instagram modifies how individuals mediate their lives, 

transforming their perceptions of interpersonal relationships. This highlights how 

researchers can combine Instagram and photography to know more about users’ 

practices both inside and outside of the platform. Instagram also creates places for online 

communities to form and interactions take place in and around photographs. Instagram 

has spread the activity of photograph sharing, which itself increases the distribution of 

multiple perspectives of reality and opens opportunities for individuals to better 

understand the personalities of others (Serafinelli, 2017). 

 Dumas et al. (2017) provide a different perspective suggesting that photographs 

shared on Instagram are more aimed at self-promotion. Their study found that the likes 

function of Instagram drives a social validation seeking of posts; over 90% of their 

respondents engaged in like-seeking behaviour. Selfies are an amplif ied example of how 

people share photographs of themselves promoting their image; a selfie is a photograph 

usually taken by the user holding the mobile smart device camera out in front of their 
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face capturing their own image. For example, Highfield (2015), in a study of 1,807 images 

posted to Instagram with the hashtag #sbseurovision, found almost one quarter of the 

images contained a selfie; Eurovision is a popular annual song contest that is broadcast 

around the world. However, refuting Dumas et al. (2017) is Budge’s (2017) research, the 

most applicable to this study, where there were no selfies and posts that contained 

people made up only 9% of posts. There is no suggestion either that the art gallery 

context is less likely to attract selfie behaviour. On January 17 each year , Museum Selfie 

Day occurs and a global hashtag campaign #museumselfie forms around this day. As of 

5 April 2020, Instagram held over 79,990 posts with this hashtag. The practice of taking 

selfies requires a lot more exploration as they are not only a reflection of narcissistic 

culture as some have suggested (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018). 

2.3.2 Photography in Movement.  

What Instagram brings to photography is a new way of seeing (Despard, 2015). 

This is because individuals have a higher level of interaction with a mobile smart device 

camera than a traditional photographic camera; the experience of using a smart device 

is deeply physical (auditory, visual, tactile, and awareness) (Richardson, 2007). As 

Instagram is mainly used in mobile smart devices, the physical connection is an 

important aspect as it entangles photography with temporal and spatial movements 

throughout the day (Hjorth & Burgess, 2014). Framing photography and Instagram as a 

phenomenon in movement connects with Pink’s (2011) understanding that images are 

created and consumed in movement. For example, an Instagram user who takes an 

image of their visit to an art gallery is moving into, through, and out of the gallery. Images 

taken are often not uploaded immediately to Instagram, there is a period of post-

production time (Vivienne & Burgess, 2013), where the user reflects on their visit 

considering which image/s will be chosen to upload to a post. This post-production also 

takes place in movement through spaces that act as incubators for individuals sharing 

images; Hjorth and Pink (2014) call this process “creative incubation” (p. 53). Creative 

incubation is amplif ied by Instagram and smart devices and evolves another dimension 

from our traditional photographic practices. 
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2.3.3 Instagram and Photography Control.  

Photography on Instagram is also shaped and restricted by Instagram’s rules and 

policies. This places an Instagram user or photographer within a rules structure that 

restricts their practices against the background of Instagram’s community rules, other 

users, and an individual’s self -representation practices. Olszanowski’s (2014) research 

provides an example of this; her research participants employed “tacit-tactics” (p. 88) to 

circumvent particular rules enforced by Instagram. She highlights that photographic 

behaviour on Instagram is not without conditions, it must be self -regulated otherwise a 

breach of the rules can result in the forced removal of posts, suspension, and/or disabling 

of an account. Instagram’s other users are similarly an external power that shape and 

regulate the photographic practices of users. Even though Instagram has community 

rules that it enforces it does not prevent users experiencing harassment and harm based 

on the behaviour of others. In many ways, Instagram and the unrealistic social 

expectations it often amplif ies can be damaging; some studies have shown this in 

particular towards women’s body image (Brown & Tiggemann, 2016; Fardouly  et al., 

2017; Hendrickse et al., 2017). 

The above sections have examined the literature as it relates to Instagram and 

cultural institutions, visitor photography and cultural institutions, and Instagram and 

photography. The aim of doing this was to provide a foundation of how Instagram is not 

entirely a new practice but brings together established areas of literature. The next 

sections will consider the literature specifically in the context of Instagram and the art 

gallery, namely looking at the concepts of sharing, aesthetic experience, and space, and 

how they link into visitors’ Instagram practices and form the substantial area of this 

study’s research questions. 

2.4 Sharing 

Why people share an art gallery visit on Instagram is not clear (Suess, 2015). In 

this section, the literature as it relates to what we share on Instagram, hashtags and their 

relationship to sharing, and how the imagined audience influences individual sharing 
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practices is examined. Russo et al. (2006, 2008), through pre-Instagram social media 

research, highlighted a museum’s role as a sharing network where visitors may share 

“images, information, and experiences throughout communities” (2008, p. 28). In the past 

20 years, the rapid growth in social media has seen the term sharing become popularised 

and widely used to categorise many behaviours and concepts online. Even though 

sharing is broadly used to define many social media behaviours, as a concept it is under-

theorised and the term overloaded (John, 2013).  

Many people use the term sharing without understanding what they mean. The 

distributional view of sharing is that I have something, I share it with you, and I am left 

with less than what I started with (John, 2017). This understanding, when placed in the 

context of Instagram, is not concomitant (Kennedy, 2016). On Instagram, one shares an 

image and/or text or comments and/or likes another user’s image. This type of sharing 

does not result in one being left with less and the other more but is a form of sharing that 

is far more complex and imagined. The technology of Instagram allows us to observe 

visitor sharing practices, which is a largely unseen practice. Being able to observe 

sharing provides a valuable opportunity to understand more about the visitor and their 

expectations (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018; Kiiler, 2011).  

Sharing is used broadly and understood generally when connected to Instagram 

and is a popular practice when connected to the art gallery (Budge, 2017). In Stylianou-

Lambert’s (2017) research into visitor photography within the art gallery, sharing was 

cited by participants as the second highest reason for taking photographs. Sharing was 

framed as a way of stimulating conversation, sustaining communication between loved 

ones and close friends, and a public way of asserting a sense of identity.   

This way of understanding sharing aligns with the Instagram business model, that 

every time a user shares something on Instagram they participate in a continuous 

socially constructed narrative (Vivienne & Burgess, 2013). A user posting an image, is 

sharing a re-contextualised moment of their reality for community consumption (Thurlow 

& Jaworski, 2011). The seven community guidelines on Instagram reference sharing 

twelve times, guiding users in what to share and what not to share (Instagram, 2018a). 
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In short, sharing, whatever meaning it has to an individual user, is central to participation 

on Instagram and a major part of its popularity (Marwick & boyd, 2014). 

2.4.1 The Benefits of Sharing. 

Research has found that sharing an experience enables individual well-being, 

and contributes to the value that we place on, and happiness that we obtain from our 

social relationships (Barasch et al., 2016; Leary & Baumeister, 2000; Myers, 2000). 

Sharing is an inherently social activity (Barta & Neff, 2016), we share tangible and 

material objects like food and immaterial things like feelings and emotions (Wittel, 2011). 

A material object is traditionally shared through a distributional understanding of sharing, 

reducing the amount of the object either partly or as a whole, either temporarily or 

permanently. Sharing something immaterial on the other hand such as a feeling, a story, 

and experience, or your life with others, can cause a rise in the value of what’s being 

shared, for example the feeling of love between family members (Wittel, 2011).   

This form of sharing has been called fuzzy, in that it is not quite clear what one is 

actually sharing (John, 2013). Sharing experiences, feelings, or emotions reinforces 

sociality; our life is unique from others and through sharing it with others we build affinity, 

relationships, and reputation (John, 2013). This is an alternative understanding of 

sharing to the distributional model, one which frames sharing as a mutually constructive 

activity (Quinn & Powers, 2016). Photographs are an example of a tangible object that 

when shared provide value in social relationships, either through reinforcing a connection 

or relationship between two people or structuring new relationships (Van House et al., 

2005). 

This study adopts Belk’s (2007) definition of sharing, namely “the act and process 

of distributing what is ours to others for their use as well as the act and process of 

receiving something from others for our use” (p. 127). This definition includes both 

tangible and intangible things, for example in the case of Instagram sharing one’s 

experiences or life through the images they post or sharing affinity for another’s posts 

through liking or commenting; a form of social utility (Bucher et al., 2016). Belk’s (2007) 

definition is underpinned by “social considerations, such as altruism, prosocial behavior 
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and social belonging (e.g., I share because I want to help and connect with others)” 

(Bucher et al., 2016, p. 316).  

2.4.2 What Are We Sharing?  

Early research into social media photograph sharing found that ‘‘one of the main 

reasons to share photos online is to keep up on each other’s lives, relive memories, and 

communicate’’ (Hunt et al., 2014, p. 236) or maintain our relationships. It may seem 

obvious that when we share on Instagram what we are sharing is our images, however, 

upon investigation we see that there are multiple meanings of sharing on Instagram. 

In order to develop a deeper understanding of what we are sharing on Instagram, 

we must first consider what we mean when we refer to our behaviour as sharing. One 

reason that individuals engage in sharing is that the act of sharing is “crucial to what it 

means to be a proper, functioning member of society” (John, 2017, p. 98). Instagram, 

through its popularity, may generate in people a fear of missing out. This fear has been 

linked to higher levels of social media engagement (Przybylski et al., 2013) and 

individuals want to get onto Instagram and start sharing their images as it is perceived 

as what you do in a modern society. Sharing is linked to boosting a person’s mood and 

enhancing a sense of meaning, so what we are sharing is associated with our well-being 

and meaning-making practices (Lambert et. al. 2013; Reis et. al., 2010). Few studies 

have critically examined why people share images on Instagram; by share I mean 

uploading our own images to share, and/or share in viewing others’ images that have 

been posted. 

Traditionally when we share, we do so contextually. For example, sharing 

practices in the workplace would likely differ from sharing practices in our family home. 

Instagram lacks much of the context that we apply to traditional social situations, a 

phenomenon called context collapse (Marwick & boyd, 2010). We share posts, images, 

text, likes, and comments, which are decontextualised messages; lacking the qualities 

of “sustained, semantically and emotionally rich face-to-face” interactions (Schandorf, 

2013, p. 320). These messages may have multiple meanings or purposes, and are 
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inherently recursive (Bullingham & Vasconcelos, 2013); recursive in that Instagramming 

is underpinned by a sequence or procedure.  

What we share on Instagram is an invitation to others, inviting their response and 

action to our posts (Grusin, 2010). Sharing framed as an invitation is cooperative and 

cyclical. It requires the cooperation of two or more individuals and the roles in the sharing 

transaction may reciprocate in a cycle between those individuals over time. Sharing 

encourages others to share, like and/or comment on or off Instagram, through other 

forms of dialogue. Grusin (2010) labels these invitations and transactions as “affective 

feedback loop(s)” (p. 100). For example, a post may create a feeling of enjoyment by the 

viewer that motivates them to provide feedback. Affective feedback loops structure 

feeling between individuals, forming image-based relationships or connections with 

others through Instagram (Hearn, 2010).  

Instagram encourages users to “express yourself by sharing all the moments of 

your day” (Microsoft, 2018, p. 1). This guides a user to think and consider what is a 

moment of your day that is worthy of sharing. Sharing all the moments of one’s day, 

whilst possible, would result in what may be considered by others as over -sharing and 

may lead to an anti-social outcome. An Instagram user who visits the art gallery may 

choose to post this moment of their day to Instagram, seeing it as a worthy moment. In 

the context of art gallery visitors, Budge (2017) found that visitors used Instagram to 

share aesthetically appealing objects. An example of what someone may share through 

Instagram about their gallery experience could be an interpretation of the art they saw, 

or a visually appealing aspect about an artwork (Pekarik et al., 1999; Pierroux et al., 

2011; Suess, 2015).  

Even though several images may be taken during their visit, often only one or a 

small selection are uploaded to Instagram. The image that is chosen to be shared 

through Instagram is likely to be the result of an intimate self -reflection (Rowe, 1999), 

where the user considers personal, social, and cultural factors before posting. This is a 

form of what Vygotsky (1978) first documented as inner speech, reflecting in one’s mind 
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on whether to distribute the content, or what the value of sharing that moment is as 

opposed to others. 

What we share may be guided by the possibility of reaching a new and public 

audience (Quan-Haase & Martin, 2013). Followers on Instagram symbolise the user’s 

popularity (De Veirman et al., 2017), whether real or illusory (fake followers). Services 

exist where a user can purchase a quantity of fake followers, giving people the illusion 

of that account’s popularity. Hogan (2010) considers that users seeking to increase their 

followers are driven by social indicators like offline popularity and enhanced digital 

reputation. Popular Instagram accounts derive offline economic benefits, through 

marketing or endorsing products to their audience. Instagram Influencers has become a 

popular term for individuals with a high number of followers of their account. The highest 

paid Instagram Influencer reportedly earned almost $1,400,000 per sponsored post 

(BBC News, 2018a).  

2.4.3 Sharing as Influence.  

Sharing on Instagram can influence the behaviour and practices of others (Abidin, 

2016; Weeks et al., 2017). Content that is posted to popular Instagram accounts has 

been found to help companies increase product sales (Conlon, 2018) and shape 

individual health choices (Fratantoni, 2019). The tourism industry is another example 

where sharing as influence has shaped the behaviour of others. When a popular account 

posts a location to Instagram it has increased the number of visitors going there as 

people have sought to experience what they have seen on Instagram for themselves 

(Agustí, 2018). 

Instagram Influencers are an amplif ied example of sharing as influence. 

Influencers are typically characterised by larger than normal numbers of followers, but 

follower numbers are not a prerequisite of influence. Instagram accounts with smaller 

follower numbers may still be viewed as key opinion leaders or micro-influencers and 

influence behaviour through what they share (Casaló et al., 2018). Sharing as influence 

presents an important opportunity for art galleries, especially for those seeking to 

increase the number of visitors and further strengthen affinity within the community.  
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2.4.4 Sharing as Self-Presentation.  

Lee et al. (2015) in an online survey of 115 respondents found that sharing on 

Instagram had four motives: informativeness, community support, status seeking, and 

self-representation. Self -representation was the strongest motivator in their sample 

which links to Gof fman’s (1959) widely supported concept of impression management. 

A user presenting an idealised version of themselves as an art lover, through posting 

content about art or gallery visits, is narrating that identity to themselves and others 

(John, 2017; Russo et al., 2008). This is an important aspect to consider as it further 

supports Goffman’s early (1959) dramaturgical metaphor and speaks to the hermeneutic 

of living as an “active social agent in a contemporary society” (Kirk, 1991, p. 108).   

Barasch et al. (2017) consider that photographs taken for self -presentational 

purposes reduce the person’s enjoyment of their experience, it turns their attention away 

from what they are seeing and reduces their physical engagement. This finding appears 

to display a narrow understanding of enjoyment, experience, and engagement. What we 

share to Instagram when we visit an art gallery is not simply photographs of our 

experience, or egotistical acts of self -presentation. They are “intellectual and affective 

objects” (Kennedy, 2016, p. 469) that may lead to extended enjoyment, evolved 

experience, and deeper engagement. 

A shared Instagram post of a visit to the art gallery communicates to others and 

the visitor themselves that they have experienced something that is worthy of their and 

others’ attention (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018). This is in the same way that physical 

photographs were traditionally shared between people face-to-face to prove the 

photographer’s experience, their skill in taking a quality image, or to relive a memory 

(Prideaux & Coghlan, 2010). Instagram provides the technology to allow sharing to 

happen digitally, with more speed, and without the need for any face-to-face interaction 

(Konijn et al., 2016). An Instagram post may never be reduced to a simple act of self -

presentation. It is part of our ongoing creation of self which is the cumulative of everything 

we do, including how we talk and write about our experiences and the photographs we 

take and share (Rettberg, 2014).  
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2.4.5 Sharing and Hashtags.  

Sharing is also practised by users on Instagram to initiate and develop 

communities around common interests (Schandorf, 2013). Hashtag use is evidence of 

these communities (Alper, 2014). A hashtag is “a short keyword, prefixed with the hash 

symbol ‘#’—as a means of coordinating a distributed discussion between more or less 

large groups of users, who do not need to be connected through existing ‘follower’ 

networks” (Bruns & Burgess 2011, p. 1).  

Hashtagging has been described as having an extraordinarily high capacity for 

cultural generativity (Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Burgess, 2012). The formation of 

communities or ad hoc publics around genres or keywords on Instagram is accelerated 

through hashtagging (Bruns & Burgess, 2011). Hashtagging places the user’s content in 

a community alongside others using the same hashtag. Hashtags are descriptive, 

imaginative, literal, and/or figurative. People use hashtags to express emotion, attitude, 

mood, and feeling; giving posts extra-textual meaning (Bruns & Burgess, 2011).  

Once a user creates a hashtag, and others start using it, the community begins 

to form. Through repeated use, the hashtag’s meaning is evolved by user participation, 

shaping, and/or challenging. For example, a hashtag such as #artstudent is used by both 

art students to promote their work and by art suppliers selling products to art students. 

Competing publics highlight the communal nature of hashtagging. Users may engage in 

protracted debate about the appropriateness of using a certain hashtag in one’s post or 

comment, reinforcing their acceptance of one meaning over another (Bruns & Burgess, 

2011). Such debate though is largely superficial as no Instagram moderator or arbitrator 

exists that accepts one use over another. In the past a particular use or interpretation of 

a word could be quickly validated by consulting the dictionary. Ultimately the stronger 

participatory community dominates the weaker building a form of authority and 

ownership in their usage, highlighting that hashtags on Instagram are democratic 

(Bayans & Meyer, 2016). By using a hashtag, a user may also be expressing an affinity 

specifically within an imagined community. An example of this is #phdlife, a hashtag 

commonly used by PhD students expressing sentiment and stances over life as a PhD 
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student. Hashtagging was a direct focus of this research as I used hashtags as a 

technique to search for and observe images, as well as question users about their 

hashtag use. 

The Life of Images (14 October 2017 - 4 February 2018) exhibition by Gerhard 

Richter at the GOMA was the chosen research setting. Prior to selecting this exhibition 

and unknown to me, the GOMA team had selected two official hashtags for use in a 

visitor campaign; #RichterGOMA and #thelifeofimages reflecting both the artist and 

exhibition name. #thelifeofimages campaign hashtag included the installation of a large 

didactic on the entrance wall to the Gallery (Figure 1). A didactic in an art gallery context 

is an object designed to be instructive, informative, or educational such as a wall label 

adjacent to an art work. The purpose of this hashtag campaign was to form a participatory 

community around the hashtag, sharing images that aligned with the Richter exhibition. 

Research by Papacharissi (2016) examined the hashtags used in the Occupy 

movement finding that they collectively worked to structure a collaborative telling of the 

movement. The Occupy movement was a socio-political movement highlighted by 

protests around the world that opposed social and economic inequality (Papacharissi, 

2016). In this way we could consider that the Richter exhibition unfolded and happened 

in the Gallery but also as it was shared through Instagram. Instagram allowed anyone 

that did not or could not visit the exhibition physically [or those that did who also wanted 

to connect with the exhibition on Instagram] to experience it through Instagram and the 

posts of others (McIntosh, 2018).  

To build awareness of the exhibition, the Gallery displayed the #thelifeofimages 

hashtag prior to the opening on the entrance foyer didactic. As a result of this campaign 

my study was able to show, in the context of art galleries, how the use of an official and 

promoted hashtag influences and shapes visitor sharing behaviour on Instagram. 

Hashtag use by galleries must have a certain logic, as they have the potential to intensify 

the social benefits of sharing as a hashtag adds the post into a searchable database 

where others can find it (Kennedy, 2016). 
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Figure 1 

Photograph of the The Life of Images Hashtag Engagement Didactic 

 
 

Note. This was displayed in the front entrance foyer of the Gallery of Modern Art, Brisbane. Copyright 2017 

by Queensland Art Gallery, Gallery of Modern Art. Reproduced with permission. 

 

Using a hashtag also creates a measurable and searchable record of the activity 

which may be used for ongoing interaction between visitors and gallery personnel, or 

later reflection and evaluation of visitor campaigns, marketing, or experience 

analysis. Without using a strong logical method there is a risk that too many hashtags or 

poorly constructed hashtags may have the effect of confusing an audience on Instagram 

and reducing their engagement (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). 

2.4.6 Sharing and the Imagined Audience.  

This section investigates the imagined audience and its relationship to sharing 

on Instagram. The imagined audience plays an important role in our sharing practices 

on Instagram as often when we share, we are doing so as we imagine others viewing 

and reacting to our content. The imagined audience plays an important role in our offline 

lives. When we are communicating with others, we reflect on ourselves, how we are seen 
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and the imagined audience is a participant in the creation of our identity (Rettberg, 

2014).  

When we post whom are we imagining as our audience? An accurate 

determination of one’s online audience is conceptually diff icult. Dunbar (1998) believes 

there are cognitive limits to the number of people we can conceive of in our personal 

network. We therefore rely on a mental conceptualisation of our audience (Litt, 2012). 

Our perceptions of audience size when imagining our friends/followers on social media 

do not match reality; our perception is generally about one third of the actual number 

(Bernstein et al., 2013). This gap may be much larger if we factor in the public at large. 

Our imagined audiences are based on our experience with real audiences, as Fridlund’s 

(1991) experiment showed people create social situations in their imagination and 

affectively respond. 

On Instagram, content that receives more likes or comments may influence future 

imagined audience conceptualisations (Stern, 2008). People may also benchmark 

content against peers or imagined communities and mimic that behaviour in their own 

posts (Litt, 2012; Marwick & boyd, 2014). The literature and my previous research 

suggest the imagined audience and sharing is connected, for example sharing on 

Instagram was found to be a way of recommending things to others that the user found 

enjoyable (Deller, 2011; Suess, 2015). Others include a user’s close friends, followers, 

or the public at large. While the Instagram application offers some insight into audience, 

it does not offer (non-business) users detailed analytics on their account. An imagined 

online audience at a minimum may be comprised of one’s friends and followers 

(particularly so if the account is set to private). As a maximum the entire global networked 

public could be within an imagined audience. In fact, once we post something to the 

internet we may never fully conceive or realise our audience size (Hogan, 2010).  

The imagined audience has been shown to have negative effects on individuals 

as well, creating anxiety and pressure on one’s sharing practices (Steinberg, & Monahan, 

2007). It may also create feelings of inadequacy, that one’s shared posts are not good 

enough for their imagined audience (Hendrickse et al., 2017). An example of this was 
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highlighted in research by Fardouly et al. (2017) who found that women viewing fitness 

related Instagram posts, were concerned about their appearance to an imagined 

audience. Hendrickse et al. (2017) made a similar finding also connecting viewing posts 

on Instagram with physical appearance related comparisons, bodily dissatisfaction, and 

the imagined audience.  

The hybrid (friends, followers and anyone) audience is a more accurate 

representation of the imagined audience; a composition of our known followers and 

unknown observers (Marwick & boyd, 2010; Quan-Haase & Martin, 2013). Stylianou-

Lambert’s (2017) research found one of the major reasons that people take photographs 

when they visit an art gallery is to share that image with others. This highlights that 

visitors taking photographs are imagining or conceptualising a hybrid audience before, 

during, and after they take a photograph, even though that photograph may never be 

shared with anyone. Sometimes our audience may only be ourselves when we share our 

images on social media (Brake, 2012). 

What is clear is that a deeper understanding of sharing on Instagram requires a 

more thorough comprehension of the concept of the imagined/ hybrid audience and how 

it relates to an Instagram user’s sharing practices (Quinn & Powers, 2016). It is possible 

with the continued development of social media and the internet economy that the use 

and meaning of sharing will continue to be re-conceptualised (Frenken, 2017). This study 

will question participants on their imagined/ hybrid compositions of their audience, and 

how interaction with their audience affects their aesthetic experience.  

2.5 Aesthetic Experience  

This section examines the literature as it relates to the aesthetic experience, the 

art gallery, Instagram, and the visitors who use Instagram as part of their experience. 

First, the definition and goal of an aesthetic experience is reviewed. The connection 

between the aesthetic experience and objects, personal associations, art galleries, 

reflection, and Instagram is also discussed. I believe, as do others (Budge, 2017; Budge 

& Burness, 2017), that there is a connection between aesthetic experience and 
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Instagramming when visiting an art gallery (Suess, 2015). Instagram is an aesthetic 

platform, it is the perceptual, perpetual, and repetitive photographic representation of 

what we see in the physical world (Hjorth & Pink, 2014). The art gallery is a site of 

aesthetic stimulation (Budge, 2017), and visitors to the gallery are encouraged to have 

a visual experience (Consoli, 2014).  

2.5.1 Defining the Aesthetic Experience.  

Stating an agreed definition of an aesthetic experience is diff icult, some argue 

almost impossible given its polysemic and culturally subjective character (Tomlin, 2008). 

The definition of aesthetic experience has been “hotly debated for thousands of years 

with conspicuously little progress towards consensus” (Galin, 2004, p. 251). I prefer 

Stecker’s (2006) overall focus towards the “aesthetic experience (being) object -oriented” 

(p. 4), and his definition that it is “the experience of attending in a discriminating manner 

to forms, qualities or meaningful features of things, attending to these for their own sake 

or for the sake of this very experience” (p. 4). Hagman (2005) offers a further definition 

of an aesthetic experience; “aesthetic experience is fundamental ly subjective, but also 

grounded in the objective qualities of the object. It may include affects such as a joy, 

sadness, wonder, and awe, or a calm sense of quiescence. The quality of self -

experience is also part of it” (pp. 15-16).  

An aesthetic experience can also be defined as self -satisfying, the act in itself is 

worthwhile or has value as learning or knowing something new is intrinsically rewarding 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1999). Learning and knowledge are deeply connected 

parts of the aesthetic experience, for individuals the aesthetic experience can be 

understood as the “complex and multifaceted experience of knowledge” (Consoli, 2015b, 

p. 2). 

2.5.2 The Goal of an Aesthetic Experience.  

Epistemologically, a number of scholars have argued that the goal of the 

aesthetic experience is knowing (Burton, 1997; Consoli, 2014; Csikszentmihalyi & 

Robinson, 1990; Custodero et al., 2005; Hubard, 2007; Yenawine, 2002). Knowing is 

fundamentally a lived experience in that it relies on feelings and thoughts (Alvesson & 
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Skoldberg, 2000; Consoli, 2015a). For most people, an aesthetic experience is how we 

improve our knowledge and how we understand our world; the visualised representation 

of interpreted reality (Consoli, 2014).  

To understand is to know, and the way to know something is achieved by the 

human mind in several ways (Hubard, 2015). The aesthetic experience helps us learn 

how to know things to be true or real (Pierroux et al., 2011). When faced with art 

uncovering or constructing a meaning may not be something we can be told to know, we 

must experience it for ourselves. Our goal of an aesthetic experience may be as simple 

as our emotional response or feeling, yet that is an oversimplif ication as emotional 

responses are “complex, multi-layered and varied” (Hubard, 2015, p. 96).  

2.5.3 Aesthetic Experience and Objects.  

Returning to our earlier definition of an aesthetic experience, the object plays a 

central role in its formation. The object and the viewer form a dialectical relationship in 

that the viewer investigates the object seeking to elicit and separate the truth from 

illusion. Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) outlined the aesthetic experience 

dimensions that they considered existed between visitors and objects in art galleries. 

These dimensions are: the perceptual, being the experience that stems from the 

character or quality of the aesthetic object; emotional (see also Hubard, 2015), feelings 

or affective responses; intellectual, the experience of knowledge or reflection against the 

aesthetic object; and communication, the dialogue that exists between the aesthetic 

object and viewer.  

Pekarik et al. (1999) researched visitors’ experience in museums and found the 

most satisfying experiences reported by their participants were object and cognitive 

experiences (36% respectively); followed by introspective (20%) and social (8%) 

experiences. Age was a notable difference in their sample, with younger audiences 

(under 44 years of age) preferring social experiences over object experiences. Object 

experiences are associated with experiencing “the real thing”  (p. 157) whilst cognitive 

experiences are the “interpretive or intellectual aspects of the experience” (p. 157). This 

highlights a link between object, visitor, and their experience satisfaction level. This is 
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logically why galleries seek to guide and inform their  visitors through an aesthetic 

experience, either through pedagogical interventions (such as didactics like wall labels), 

or through the enabling of a social experience.  

The time spent by individuals viewing an object also influences a visitor’s 

aesthetic experience. Longer viewing time is linked to the perception of having a deeper 

aesthetic experience (Carbon, 2017). Burnham (1994) similarly supports the viewer to 

“look longer and to slow down” (p. 533) linking this to an evolving experience seeking to 

increase revelation and awareness in the aesthetic experience. In short, objects and the 

aesthetic experience in an art gallery context are inextricably linked.  

2.5.4 Personal Associations and the Aesthetic Experience.  

Personal associations between the object and viewer has also been found to be 

linked to the aesthetic experience (Hubard, 2015). A personal association is made by 

the viewer when their attention is focused on the object. The viewer becomes emotionally 

aroused as something about the object or experience reminds them of a memory which 

becomes part of their aesthetic experience. Personal associations highlight how an 

aesthetic experience is not necessarily static but may also be dynamic. Visitors draw on 

other experiences, memories, or knowledge in the formation of their aesthetic experience 

(Consoli, 2015a).  

This aligns with the constructivist understanding of the aesthetic experience. 

Collectively, processes like memories, reflective writing, dialogue, or Instagramming 

build on each other to construct the aesthetic experience (Hubard, 2014). Post-visit 

experiences also act to extend an individual’s aesthetic experience . Future interactions 

and experiences could be linked back to the aesthetic experience making it last longer 

in time. The constructivist approach to an aesthetic experience also aligns with the 

concept that the experience evolves (Burnham, 1994); being the cause and source of 

new knowledge and skills (Consoli, 2015b). Post-experience, an aesthetic experience 

can continue to evolve if an individual feels that they have learnt something of value. 

According to renowned arts educator Rika Burnham (1994), the objective of the aesthetic 

experience must be the “realignment of values wherein an evolving…experience is of 
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paramount importance” (p. 523). It is here where I see Instagram may be placed, in the 

evolving of an aesthetic experience. 

An art gallery visitor’s aesthetic experience creates value for the individual, work 

of art, artist, and gallery (Dewey, 1934; Edmonds et al., 2009). Dewey’s (1934) historical 

work researching the arts was considered seminal in identifying the arts as experiential 

(Heilig et al., 2010). Objects of art placed in the gallery are encoded with meaning and 

the viewer’s aesthetic experience determines how meaning is decoded and subjective 

meaning constructed (Winget, 2009). Stecker (1994) supports the idea of subjective 

meaning within the aesthetic experience, arguing that a single, objective understanding 

of an art object may never be possible. Single, authoritative interpretation of art is highly 

influenced by a scientif ic, positivistic approach to knowledge (Langridge, 1989). Even if 

the artist’s intention is a single interpretation, individuals will determine an interpretation 

subjectively (Winget, 2009). Meaning will “emerge from the interaction of viewers and 

artworks” (Hubard, 2015, p. 104). This is where I see Instagram being of value, it allows 

us to view multiple interactions and experiences that otherwise may never be observed. 

We are provided with a window into visitors’ aesthetic experience that will allow us to 

know more about the aesthetic experience in the context of the art gallery.   

2.5.5 Art Galleries and the Aesthetic Experience.  

Galleries are places of silent pedagogy, consciously and subconsciously 

intervening and nudging their visitors’ aesthetic experience (Eisner & Dobbs, 1988).  

Evolving our understanding of the aesthetic experience and enabling visitors to evolve 

their aesthetic experience is a priority for art galleries (Hubard, 2014). A better 

understanding of the aesthetic experience will help gallery professionals, arts educators, 

and visitors fulfil their objectives.  

Many galleries around the world continue to be overshadowed by their respective 

colonialist past (Mirzoeff, 2017). These histories shape who they are today, how they 

represent themselves, and how they view the aesthetic experience (Hubard, 2015). As 

highlighted earlier in the review of photography literature, cultural institutions are places 

of rules and norms. They form what they perceive as ideal visitors that ultimately shape 
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their practice and their visitors’ behaviour (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). Instagram is well 

placed to improve our understanding of the aesthetic experience. A visitor who uses 

Instagram takes a photograph of what they have seen that has interested them and may 

make a statement about what they have experienced, then uploads it to their profile 

imagining that others will see or interact with it.  

Art galleries want their visitors to have a deep and meaningful experience 

(Burnham, 1994). Instagram, through its photography function, gives the visitor the 

power to deepen their experience through examining art objects. Visitors can be drawn 

to the object’s aesthetics or meaning and make judgments or control how their 

experience unfolds. They may also photograph themselves, others, or the environment 

they are in, or some other thing they have observed that is meaningful to them. This 

process from seeing to sharing we could argue, has given us more of the aesthetic 

experience to observe. It allows us to consider whether the aesthetic experience has 

evolved through Instagramming. Art galleries should consider how an aesthetic 

experience continues to evolve over time, and what role they may play in helping the 

visitor to return to their experience. 

2.5.6 Evolving and Extending the Aesthetic Experience.  

Instagram appears to evolve the aesthetic experience and extend it, meaning 

Instagram takes the experience from a time and place inside the gallery and stretches it 

to a potentially earlier start and later finish. One way it does this is through photography 

which has been found to trigger reflection and memory (Pyyry, 2013). Instagram posts 

act in a similar way to photographs and may trigger reflection and memory of a visit. 

Photographs taken inside the gallery may be reflected upon after the visit before 

choosing whether to post to Instagram. Hjorth and Pink (2014) term this reflection 

process creative incubation. Reflection and creative incubation extend the experience of 

an artwork making it deeper and more distinctive, something gallery educators strive 

towards (Pringle, 2009; Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). 

Consoli (2014) considers that another process that enables reflection of an 

aesthetic experience is reflective writing; considering that it engages our extended mind. 
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The extended mind is where technology and manipulation form the extension of our mind 

(Clark & Chalmers, 1998). Our imagination, by virtue of language and symbolic memory, 

is freed from perceptual constraints. Often when a post is made on Instagram the user 

includes text, some short or long narrative that is related or connected to the image or 

user within the post. In addition to the text, the user may tag in the accounts of friends or 

institutional accounts such as the gallery that was visited. The text that is included may 

take the form of reflective writing (Suess, 2015), drawing out an interpretation of what 

was experienced. Using Instagram to extend our aesthetic experience engages the 

imagination in image editorial, writing, and conceptual thinking. Instagram forms a meta-

representational structure; image with language, relationships, creativity, technology, 

and place (Consoli, 2014; Hjorth & Pink, 2014; Korakidou & Charitos, 2012; Thompson, 

2006).  

Extension of an aesthetic experience not only occurs post-visit but may also 

happen pre-visit. Users may look on Instagram at images others have posted who have 

already experienced a visit to an art gallery. Such viewing may build the anticipat ion of 

the aesthetic experience, and the emergence and conceptualisation of one’s own visit. 

A case study by Selvadurai and Rosenstand (2017) examined visitor use of Instagram 

of an oceanarium in the context of exhibition heuristics. Interestingly their research 

examined exhibition engagement through Instagram in three phases, the pre, during, 

and post. They found that an increase in Instagram engagement occurred when the 

exhibition organisers reduced the complexity of the exhibition heuristic. This means a 

more complicated engagement activity will likely be less engaged by visitors. Selvadurai 

and Rosenstand’s (2017) case study proposed a useful illustration of the Instagram 

engagement cycle: pre-visit being the social media conversations, looking at, liking and 

commenting on others’ visitors Instagram content; during-visit being the taking of 

photographs of the exhibition and uploading those to Instagram; and post-visit being 

visual memories of their experience, social media conversations, likes, and comments 

related to their own visit. 
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2.5.7 Instagram and the Aesthetic Experience.  

Budge’s (2017) research on Instagram found a strong connection between the 

aesthetic experience and Instagram; her participants highlighted the attraction of the art 

object with visitors’ Instagram practices being object-oriented. My own Master degree 

research into Instagramming and aesthetic experience at the gallery found that users 

see Instagram as a neutral and democratic space, where subjectivity is welcomed and 

they may freely add to their aesthetic experience (Burnham, 1994; Hubard, 2014; Suess, 

2015). Users also stated that Instagram assisted them to know the meaning of art they 

had seen, by framing their interpretation spatially or associating it with their life 

experience (Consoli, 2014; Suess, 2015). Several acts of visitor posing with an art work 

were also found on Instagram (Suess, 2015); posing and mimetic gesturing has long 

been connected to the aesthetic experience (Merleau & Ponty, 1974; Steier, 2014). 

Instagram provides us with a way we can observe art gallery visitors representing their 

visit so that we may know more about the aesthetic experience.   

2.6 Instagramming, Space and the Visitor 

Space is an important focus in a study on Instagram and visitor experience in the 

art gallery, yet the spatial characteristics of the art gallery visitor experience are largely 

neglected in the literature (Schorch, 2014). Roppola (2013) argues that any examination 

of visitor experience cannot be adequately done without addressing the spatial 

conditions of the gallery. Everything that happens to a visitor at the gallery happens in a 

physical space (Falk & Dierking, 2000). A gallery space that is easy for visitors to 

navigate and move around in helps them achieve their experience objectives (Falk & 

Dierking, 1992). In this section, the relationship between Instagram, spatial conditions, 

visitor/gallery spatial practices, spatial theories, and movement is discussed. Spatial 

conditions addressed in this section are physical, social, and digital; each affecting a 

visitor’s experience (Roppola, 2013; Tröndle, 2014). 

2.6.1 Spatial Conditions and the Aesthetic Experience.  

The gallery space has been found to enhance our aesthetic experience, 

highlighting the environmental or spatial power of the gallery in an aesthetic experience 
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(Specker et al., 2017). Biehl-Missal and vom Lehn (2015) highlighted the Jewish 

Museum in Berlin as an example of this, claiming that its synaesthetic atmosphere is 

created through its concrete walls and chilly air creating an affective environmental 

space. Psarra (2005) supports this view, acknowledging that an effective power of space 

for galleries is essential to enable them to meet their social and aesthetic objectives.   

The literature has addressed various physical spatial conditions on visitor 

experience including noise (Tröndle et al., 2012), spatial zones of art objects (Tröndle & 

Tschacher, 2012), curatorial arrangement (Tröndle et al., 2014), the presence of others 

(vom Lehn et al., 2001), design (Falk & Dierking, 2000), lighting (Bitgood et al., 1987), 

movement (Psarra, 2005) and labels (Bourdeau & Chebat, 2001; Falk & Dierking, 1992; 

Wurtzler, 1993). While physical spatial conditions have been examined in the literature, 

examination into digital spatial conditions is limited.  

Studies into the human experience and physical spatial conditions have included 

bike messenger practice (Kidder, 2009), parkour (Kidder, 2012), skateboarding (Borden, 

2001) and riding the subway (Ocejo & Tonnelat, 2014). There is little research into the 

spatial practices of art gallery visitors, taking into account the mediation of smart device 

technology and Instagram. New knowledge from this study will help address this gap in 

the visitor experience (Hooper-Greenhill, 2007; Roppola, 2013). Specifically, the gap in 

the literature is how visitors mediate space whilst Instagramming at the gallery; or more 

so what does a visitor do differently spatially as a result of using Instagram as part of 

their experience. It is expected this knowledge could help gallery professionals create 

greater value for their institutions and their visitors, and arts educators for their students.  

2.6.2 Visitor Spatial Practices.  

It was stated earlier that Instagramming in the gallery is popular and that it forms 

part of some visitors’ experience (Budge, 2017; R. Smith, 2015; Suess, 2015). We know 

little about this form of engagement, especially the effect that it has on the spatial 

practices of visitors. The gallery is experienced spatially and the use of Instagram forms 

part of that space. Positioning a photograph, mediating a post, scrolling, and searching 

through Instagram are all activities that require a negotiation of the space around us. My 



62 
 

study addresses the concept of space in the setting of an art gallery, seen through visitor 

use of Instagram. We need to understand more about the changing dynamic in the ways 

people are knowing, learning, and experiencing the world around them through 

technology (Gunther & van Leeuwen, 2006; Papacharissi & Easton, 2013).  

An individual Instagramming in a public space creates a contained personal 

space where their focus and attention become centred on their device; reducing 

awareness of their surroundings (Adkins et al., 2006). DuGay et al. (1997) in their pre-

smart device research into Sony Walkman™ use, highlighted a similar spatial practice 

when they found wearing headphones was a method of creating a micro private space 

whilst within a public space.  

The use of Instagram may also be framed as a multi-spatial practice. An 

Instagram user mediates more than one presence, being in personal, physical, social, 

and virtual spaces all at once (Quan-Haase & Martin, 2013; Tzortzi, 2017; Wilson, 2009). 

A visitor using Instagram in the art gallery simultaneously experiences space offline and 

online (Hjorth & Pink, 2014), connecting with Holloway-Attaway’s (2014) concept of 

“being here and there” (p. 60). One function of Instagram is the ability to live stream video 

from the user’s device direct to any users watching within Instagram. Take for example 

a live music concert, a user live streams the concert from their device through Instagram. 

They are not experiencing only being in the physical space of the concert but also the 

virtual space of Instagram simultaneously (Tzortzi, 2017). 

2.6.3 Gallery Spatial Practices.  

Instagramming is influenced by the spatial conditions at the gallery. The spatial 

conditions at the gallery are highly mediated, both socially and pedagogically (Eisner & 

Dobbs, 1988; Witcomb, 2014), and the degree to which this spatially mediates behaviour 

may be implicit or explicit. Take for example a gallery sign that reads no photography 

allowed, this will mediate the behaviour of visitors and staff  (Falk & Dierking, 1992), and 

generally would be expected to reduce the motivation for visitors to use Instagram. In a 

spatial context, the physical environment of the gallery will be affected as the sign will be 

likely posted somewhere visible to everyone. For an individual, it will mediate their use 
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of space by limiting their photography or attempting to circumvent the rule by taking 

photographs away out of sight of the gallery service personnel.  

This idea of individuals appropriating space in contravention of a set system of 

rules was observed by Kidder (2009) when he observed bike messengers running 

through red traffic lights and riding down pedestrian stairs. Conversely, we may consider 

a gallery that encourages photography, or social media and Instagram specifically. This 

may also be done through signage, a gallery didactic for example promoting a hashtag 

to share any photographs that are taken. In both these circumstances we conceptually 

illustrate how the gallery is not a neutral space, but decisions made by the gallery within 

the environment may mediate visitors’ spatial practices (Mills & Comber, 2015). 

2.6.4 Spatial Theory.  

Henri Lefebvre’s book The Production of Space (1991) is a monumental 

academic work in theorising space in the context of social relations (Gottdiener, 1993). 

Lefebvre (1991) posited a triadic model of spatial production, the perceived, conceived, 

and lived cohesion of space. He argued the user’s space is lived  not perceived or 

conceived. Instagramming is an example of a lived spatial experience as it is the result 

of the perceived and conceived space that is Instagram, experienced by its users.   

An example of a study into lived experience is Kidder’s (2009) research into 

bicycle messengers. He highlighted that individuals determined how space will be lived 

through their material interaction within it, regardless of how use of that space was 

planned in its design. If we consider Lefebvre’s (1991) model against visitor Instagram 

use in the gallery, we are observing the lived space of visitors. The engineers, designers, 

artists, and programmers of the Instagram software and smart devices, and the artists, 

architects, curators, and professionals of the art gallery all had conceptualisations of how 

a visitor will use space. Yet it is only when it is lived that we will see the culmination of 

Lefebvre’s (1991) model. The participant data gathered in this study is expected to 

provide further insight into Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial theory in action.   

A further example of the role of spatial theory in the visitors’ experience in the art 

gallery can be found in Tröndle’s (2014) discussion on the idea of positive and negative 
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valence; a concept that was developed from the work of Lewin (1936). A positive valence 

occurs when an object attracts people into a space, and conversely a negative valence 

drives them away from a space. If we consider an example relevant to an art gallery, the 

position of an art object or didactic may create positive valence, a space that invites 

people in. Whereas an area of the gallery that may be under reconstruction (with do not 

enter signage) to set up for a new exhibition would have a negative valence, pushing 

people away from that space. 

The concept of valence is a powerful tool for a curator as it allows them to 

consider spatially the sight lines, spatial logics (Krukar, 2014), and spatial forces that will 

affect visitor movement throughout the exhibition. Gibson (1977) provides an alternative 

understanding to valence with his term affordance. Greeno (1994, p. 338) explains “the 

term affordance refers to whatever it is about the environment that contributes to the kind 

of interaction that occurs” in that environment. If we place the term affordances into an 

art gallery context, a gallery information counter affords an individual seeking a map a 

space that enables their interaction with the environment that is relational to their 

situational needs.  

Affordances are not without social and cultural context. A perceived affordance 

may exist, for example I can touch that painting to feel what it is like, but it is not a real 

affordance as I would likely be confronted by gallery security for touching paintings given 

“cultural constraints influence what is considered appropriate behavior” (Stylianou-

Lambert, 2017, p. 117). An aesthetically pleasing object of art, or artist ic space, could be 

framed to an Instagram user as an affordance, as they are looking for something to 

photograph and use as a post to Instagram. 

The negotiation of space by art gallery visitors using Instagram is also highlighted 

by the distance observed by some users created between them and the objects that are 

the subject matter of their photograph. Kress and van Leeuwan (1996) discuss the spatial 

characteristics between close-up, medium, and long photographic shots. Close-up shots 

may be used to centre an object into the frame of the image, such as Budge’s (2017) 

research where visitors to a shoe exhibition placed shoes at a distance where the viewer 
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could feel they reach out and grab the objects (Kress & van Leeuwan, 1996). In previous 

research I completed I found some visitors went in for extreme close up in photographs 

to highlight intricate detail in the art object; in this case close ups of cracks and splits in 

a large felled eucalyptus tree. Long shots on the other hand may be taken to highlight 

the entire space of an exhibition. This links to the idea expressed by Tzortzi (2017) that 

engagement in the art gallery happens through looking at art objects and spatially 

recognising oneself as being in an art environment; “the sense of being engulfed by the 

materiality of the physical space” (p. 497). This materiality includes any objects within 

the space, such as tickets, pamphlets, and entry stamps (Wood & Latham, 2013).  

2.6.5 Movement and Space.  

When considering Instagram and the art gallery visitor we are exploring the 

connection and movement of individuals through and between physical and digital 

spaces. Hjorth and Pink (2014) considers that images taken and posted to Instagram are 

produced in movement; taken with mobile technology and in movement as we coordinate 

with Instagram. They discuss a theoretical understanding of contemporary media 

production in movement as the digital wayfarer, explaining the individual’s “perpetual 

oscillation between online/offline co-present(ing) spaces” (2014, p. 44). Think of a visitor 

moving through the physical space of the art gallery, whilst at the same time preparing 

to create, or creating, digital space through posts to Instagram.  

This concept was developed from the work of Pink (2011), Hjorth and Gu (2012), 

and Hjorth and Pink (2012), who presented the concept of emplaced visuality to discuss 

the coalescing of individual, images, technology, and place. Hjorth and Burgess (2014) 

conducted a case study of the 2011 Queensland floods to analyse the concept of 

emplaced visuality. They showed how the imagined and experienced sense of place 

develops through sharing of images. If we consider these concepts relative to my study, 

moving through the gallery, taking images, later contemplating the production of an 

image for Instagram, posting and interacting with other users; this all happens in 

movement through space, like a digital wayfarer (Hjorth & Pink, 2014; Pink & Hjorth, 

2014). The concept of emplaced visuality helps us to consider why some images are 
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recurrent amongst users and how to look for resonating themes (Hjorth & Burgess, 

2014). This was mentioned earlier, when reviewing the literature on aesthetic experience 

and discussing the idea that an aesthetic experience may be extended and evolved. The 

digital wayfarer and emplaced visuality concepts help to provide a spatial understanding 

of the aesthetic experience as well to the Instagram practices which this study intends to 

further examine in Chapter 4: Results and Analysis. 

Instagramming in the gallery highlights the powerful connection between the 

visitor experience and spatial practices. Space is an important consideration in this study 

for this reason. As Falk and Dierking (2013) suggest, great exhibitions are possible only 

through a deep understanding of “how people utilize and respond to physical space” (p. 

129). Further it is crucial to the success of an exhibition that space and the visitors’ spatial 

practices are considered (Krukar, 2014). My study examined how visitors utilized and 

responded not only to the physical space of the gallery when using Instagram, but to the 

new and existing digital spaces on Instagram.  

2.7 Ethnography (Visual)-Grounded Theory 

This subsection discusses the literature as it relates to the use of the combined 

research framework ethnography (visual)-grounded theory in this study. Chapter 3: 

Methodology provides greater detail about the selection and use of this research 

framework. It is my understanding that this is the first study of its kind that has examined 

Instagram use in the art gallery using a combined ethnography (visual) -grounded theory 

research framework. 

Researchers have used grounded theory at the museum and other cultural 

institutions to examine visitor experience. Roppola (2013) successfully used grounded 

theory at the museum in notable research that examined visitor experience. There are 

also other recent studies that have used elements of grounded theory, such as coding 

and theming, within cultural institutions but stopped short of applying the entire 

framework (Budge, 2017; Budge & Burness, 2017; Arias, 2018).  

Visual ethnography is an emerging field of research (Pink, 2011), and 

photographs have played an important role in the development of ethnography research 
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at the museum (Morphy, 1989). The selection of visual ethnography in my study was for 

the specific purpose of translating the Instagram images within the data set into text to 

enable their inclusion within the grounded theory analytical framework (R. Smith, 2015). 

As my study used visual ethnography with Instagram images, it is hoped that a 

methodological contribution can be made to the ongoing investigation of ethnography, 

social media, and new ways of knowing (Postill & Pink, 2012). 

There were no examples found of research at cultural institutions that used a 

combined ethnography-grounded theory approach. Outside of cultural institutions, there 

are examples of research that have successfully combined ethnography and grounded 

theory. These studies examined beer consumption (Pettigrew, 1999), bike messenger 

subculture (Kidder, 2009), parkour (Kidder, 2012), and children’s reading skills (Bamkin 

et al., 2016). The authors of these studies found that by combining ethnography and 

grounded theory they were able to find a greater level of detail within their data than by 

using either method independently. This aligns with other scholars who have argued that 

this combination produces a stronger interpretation of data (Pettigrew, 2000). It is hoped 

that by using ethnography (visual)-grounded theory a best practice method can be 

discovered relevant to this type of study. The final section of this chapter will summarise 

the gap within the literature being the subject of this study’s research questions.  

2.8 Instagram and the Art Gallery Visitor 

The four areas of focus in this study coalesce into the practices under 

examination to answer this study’s research questions; Instagram, sharing, aesthetic 

experience and space. Aesthetic experience, sharing, and the mediation of space are 

the major areas of investigation connected to this research that have been covered in 

this literature review. Sharing has been addressed, framing its purpose and meaning in 

the context of social media. Hashtags and sharing were explored as the use of hashtags 

will facilitate the collection of posts from Instagram in this study. The imagined audience 

was also considered, specifically its relationship to a user when posting content and 

structuring a profile online. Aesthetic experience was also reviewed, the goal of knowing 

as a destination of an aesthetic experience. How an aesthetic experience may evolve 
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over time through reflection, association, and embodied response was considered. The 

literature was further examined as to how Instagramming could be part of an aesthetic 

experience through extending the mind, and the meta-representational structuring of 

feeling. Finally, the individual as a mediator of space in this review was considered. The 

literature acknowledges the importance of confronting the power of space in any v isitor 

experience research at the gallery. Not only the physical and imagined dimension of 

human agency in space, but social spaces and structures; and through Instagram new 

digital spaces that are created and negotiated by an art gallery visitor. Lefebvre’s (1991) 

triadic model of space was reviewed alongside previous studies that have applied his 

theory to human practices. Literature that examined specifically these areas together 

was unable to be located, and the objective of this study is to analyse the participant data 

against this grouping of concepts to make further recommendations for research and 

new knowledge for arts practitioners, gallery professionals, and visitors. The next chapter 

will outline and discuss the research methodology.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

 

 This chapter covers the steps that were taken to construct and implement a 

research methodology to address the research questions of this study. Following an 

introduction to the chapter, the research design, setting, data collection, data analysis, 

limitations, and ethical issues will be covered in detail. This chapter justif ied the chosen 

research method through identifying the theoretical underpinnings of the research and 

how it links with the overall research design, data collection, and analysis. The theoretical 

assumptions are discussed and an explanation of why the particular data and selected 

methodological framework were chosen is outlined. The ethical considerations of the 

methodology are examined in light of the present lack of consensus within the research 

community on the investigation of the types of data used in this study (Fiesler & Proferes, 

2018). References to the term art gallery throughout this chapter include its associated 

and alternative naming, art museum; museum being a common nomenclature 

predominantly in Europe and the United States.  

Methodology Chapter sections 

3.1 
Introduction  

3.2 
Research 
Design 

3.3 
Research 
Setting 

3.4  
Data 
Collection 
and Analysis 

3.5 
Limitations 

3.6 
Ethics 

3.7 
Summary 

3.1 Introduction 

 
This study is an extension of my interest in two areas of study; social media and 

art galleries. I am an active user of social media, in particular Instagram, as well as an 

avid visitor of art galleries. It was in 2014 that I f irst noticed a connection between 

Instagram and art galleries when I visited the Walters Prize exhibit at the Auckland Art 

Gallery in New Zealand (Auckland Art Gallery, 2014).  I remember observing other 

gallery visitor’s Instagram posts of their experience and was curious as to why they were 

doing this. I spoke to curators and read literature seeking to develop an understanding 

of this visitor behaviour. Given Instagram was only 3 years old at the time, not much 
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research literature existed on the topic which led me into broader literature on social 

media, aesthetic experience, and cultural institution visitor studies. As time progressed 

my curiosity transformed into a research practice examining questions on the Instagram/ 

visitor relationship. First through a masters by research and currently within a PhD 

candidature. As addressed earlier in Chapter 2: Literature Review, a search still f inds 

limited research in this specific area.  

The lack of Instagram based research was balanced by the several studies 

available on visitor experience at the art gallery (Roppola, 2013; Tröndle et al., 2014; 

Tröndle & Tschacher, 2012; Tröndle et al., 2012; vom Lehn et al., 2001) including results 

from both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Also present in the literature 

were studies examining visitor photography, and emerging research on the use of digital 

photography in art galleries (Leighton, 2007; Lemon, 2013; Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). 

During my PhD studies there were five published pieces of research (Table 1) that 

focused specifically on Instagram use and the art gallery (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017; 

Budge & Burness, 2017; Budge, 2018a, 2018b). 

These five research papers indicate that they were undertaken through an 

interpretivist approach, using both qualitative and quantitative elements in their design. 

Budge (2017) used a case study research methodology seeking a “focused, deep and 

holistic investigation” (p. 72) connecting the visitor, visual content on Instagram, and 

museum as a visually appealing location. She collected 130 posts through a 

hashtag/geo-tag search using visual content analysis seeking patterns and codes that 

could be related back to the literature. This means as her analysis was in an emerging 

area of study, by comparing hers with other scholars’ evidence she could identify what 

ideas within her account were new, and which ones extended, transcended , or 

challenged existing dominant understandings (Charmaz, 2014).  
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Table 1 

 

Recent Research on Instagram and Art Galleries 

Authors Number of 
images used 
in research 

Data 
collection 
method 

Research approach Analytical 
framework 

Budge 
(2017) 

130 Hash/ 
geo-tag 

Interpretivist 
case study 

Visual content 
analysis 

Budge & 
Burness 
(2017) 

390 Geotag Interpretivist 
case study 

Visual content 
analysis 

Arias 
(2018) 

4,299 Geotag Interpretivist 
thematic analysis 

Visual content 
analysis 

Budge 
(2018a) 

Unknown Geotag Interpretivist Visual and text-
based content 

analysis 

Budge 
(2018b) 

66 Geotag Interpretivist Thematic 
analysis/ 

inductive coding 

Compared to this study 

Suess  550 Hash/ 
geo-tag 

Interpretivist 
ethnography (visual) 

- grounded theory 

Grounded 
theory 

 

 

Budge and Burness (2017) used a similar research framework in their 

examination of 390 Instagram images obtained through a geotag search, when they 

chose a case study methodology along with a visual content analysis framework; 

borrowing inductive coding from grounded theory to use within their analysis. Arias 

(2018) followed a similar research design when she collected 4,299 images through a 

geotag search on Instagram for her research at the Museum of Islamic Art in Qatar, using 

visual content analysis to form categories, and subcategories for the images.  

Budge (2018a, 2018b) provided the next two examinations in this area, in both 

cases using a geotag search to collect data. Budge (2018a) again used visual content 

analysis and in her latter study, thematic analysis and inductive coding (2018b). The 
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outcome was the identif ication of relationships and patterns within the data that provided 

an explanation of what had been observed. It is noted that all f ive studies used similar 

data collection and analysis methods, relying on visual content analysis and coding to 

form categories to relate back to theory and existing literature. Further details of these 

five pieces of research may be found in Chapter 2: Literature Review.  

My study built upon the above research, being an interpretivist approach and 

using hashtag/ geotag searches to collect primary forms of data. The following sections 

of this chapter will outline in detail the approach taken. In summary the study differed 

methodologically from the above and other research in the following ways: 

• Grounded theory was used in my study as the analytical framework defining the 

collection and analysis of data, unlike Budge and Burness’s (2017) and Budge’s 

(2018b) research which borrowed only inductive coding from grounded theory. 

They did not engage with the whole grounded theory analytical framework;  

• As well as Instagram images, my study had three groups of participants, including 

visitors and employees engaged with the exhibition (Table 4, p. 87) unlike the 

other five studies in this area that only used data obtained from Instagram posts; 

• My study is the only one that has used semi-structured interviews to collect data 

in this area of research. Participant Group 2 interviews were completed inside of 

Instagram’s private messaging system (a new technique used in this area of 

study) and Participant Group 3 interviews were completed face-to-face;  

• My study directly questioned users over their posts unlike previous research which 

relied only on researcher textual/visual analysis of the information contained within 

the collected posts; 

• Studies that employed a research method combining ethnography (visual) and 

grounded theory were unable to be located; the dual method approach used in my 

study provided a stronger method (Pettigrew, 1999) than either method on its own; 

and 

• My study is the first in this area of study that included collecting data from curators 

and public programs staff . This contextualized the study within an organisational 
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exhibition setting, enabling recommendations for future practice grounded in the 

experience of research participants. 

Table 2 provides a summary of the research process and how each activity and data set 

is connected to the research questions of the study, which directed the gathering of data 

for analysis. 

3.2 Research Design 

This section of the chapter outlines the research design used in this study, 

starting with the theoretical f ield before addressing the theoretical frameworks, 

methodology, method, and analytical framework. By way of brief summary, Interpretivism 

was the chosen theoretical f ield; sharing, aesthetic experience, and space the theoretical 

frameworks; ethnography (visual)-grounded theory was the methodology; participant 

observations, Instagram posts, and semi-structured interviews were the research 

methods; and grounded theory was the analytical framework for the study. 

 

Research Design subsections 

3.2.1 
Theoretical 
f ield 

3.2.2 
Theoretical 
frameworks 

3.2.3 
Methodology 

3.2.4 
Method 

3.2.5 
Analytical framework 

 
3.2.1 Theoretical Field.  

I believe that all people subjectively form a view or interpretation of the world as 

it is experienced. This is not in contradiction to natural science or objective truths, rather 

it highlights how an individual constructs a way of knowing based on their experience 

with information, social interactions, mindfulness, objects, performances, events, text, 

time, and space. This epistemological view of the world is associated with interpretivism 

and broadly, approaches to research which involve “‘a way of seeing ‘something’, a 

particular ‘take’ or ‘reading’ of some practice, event, social exchange, object, 

performance, meaning” are categorised as interpretivist (Gibson, 2012, p. 57). 
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Table 2 

 

Research Questions 

Research 
Questions 

Research 
activity Setting 

Types of 
data 

Purpose of 
data 

Analytic 
methods 

RQ1 – 

What are 

the current 

practices of 

art gallery 

visitors 

using 

Instagram? 

Observe 550 
posts on 

Instagram 
with 

Participant 
Group One 

Art gallery 
(exhibition)/ 
Instagram 

Field 
notes 

Understand 
how visitors 
are using 
Instagram 

at the 
gallery 

Grounded 
theory: 

theoretical 
sampling, 
coding, 
constant 

comparison, 
category 
forming, 
memo 
writing. 

RQ2 - Why 

do visitors 

use 

Instagram 

to 

experience 

the art 

gallery? 

17 semi -
structured 
interviews 

with 
Participant 
Group Two 

Art gallery 
(exhibition)/ 
Instagram 

Interview 
responses 

Understand 
why visitors 

use 
Instagram 

at the 
gallery 

Grounded 
theory: 

theoretical 
sampling, 
coding, 
constant 

comparison, 
category 
forming, 
memo 
writing. 

RQ3 - How 

do these 

practices 

impact on 

(a) art 

gallery 

visitors and 

(b) 

galleries? 

4 semi -
structured 
interviews 

with 
Participant 

Group Three 

Art gallery 
(curator, 

marketing, 
public 

programs) 

Interview 
responses 

Understand 
how these 
practices 
impact on 

visitors and 
galleries 

Grounded 
theory: 

theoretical 
sampling, 
coding, 
constant 

comparison, 
category 
forming, 
memo 
writing. 

RQ4 - How 

does this 

knowledge 

impact on 

the future 

practice of 

art 

galleries? 

Consideration 
of future 
practice 

N/A Grounded 
theory 

linked to 
RQ1, RQ2 

& RQ3 

Link future 
practice to 
grounded 

theory 
found in 

study 

Grounded 
theory: 

theoretical 
sampling, 
coding, 
constant 

comparison, 
category 
forming, 
memo 
writing. 
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Interpretivism is closely linked to the social construction of reality, our actions and 

interactions with the world are situated and made in a social context (Williams, 2000). 

Interpretivist approaches in research empower individuals as giving meaning to the 

world, as opposed to the world existing in a predetermined objective state of meaning.   

Interpretivism also acknowledges the contingency of the researcher and their role 

within the research process, as compared with the theoretical f ield of positivism, which 

often accounts for the researcher as independent from the object of study (Weber, 2004). 

The justif ication for my choice of the interpretivist theoretical f ield has context when 

framed alongside positivism, or positivist approaches to research. I was mindful not to 

approach this study with the positivistic goal of providing an objective truth, value-neutral 

f indings, or law-like generalisations (Giddens, 1975).  

A search of the literature found few studies situated at the gallery of a positivistic 

character. Studies of note included the eMotion research project that examined visitor 

movement and physiological responses such as heart rate using a data glove placed on 

each visitor (Trondle et al., 2012). Also, Smith et al. (2017) who used observation and 

stopwatches to measure time spent viewing works of art against visitor demographic 

variables. Such studies are often seeking an objective reality or truth independent of the 

researcher. 

My epistemological starting point was that I view the world as interpreted, each 

of us constructing a way of understanding and knowing. Positivism however aims to 

create an accurate picture of the world, through commonly used postivisitic scientific 

methods such as laboratory experiments where researcher-controlled variables under 

observation underpin the research design. In this study, an objective understanding of 

why visitors to art galleries use Instagram is not the aim. Rather, an account of visitors’ 

use of Instagram constructed through the experience of those that use it. As such, the 

interpretivist theoretical f ield was chosen, and the documentation and examination of 

interpretative visitor-oriented accounts. A similar approach was used by Roppola (2013) 

in her research into the museum visitor experience; she chose to preserve, penetrate, 
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and analyse the “ordinary experiences of participants” (p. 58) when examining their 

practices. 

3.2.2 Theoretical Frameworks.  

The theoretical frameworks chosen for this study are sharing, aesthetic 

experience, and space. In the context of this study, sharing generally refers to the 

practices of sharing images, experiences, and communication through Instagram; 

aesthetic experience broadly refers to the visual experience of attending the art gallery; 

and space broadly refers to the mediation and production of space by a visitor at the art 

gallery when using Instagram. These theoretical frameworks including their definitions 

are covered in greater detail in this chapter.  

3.2.3 Methodology.  

As a researcher, closeness with the field is the objective; to observe, interact, 

and question participants in a natural environment. The field in my study was both the 

art gallery and Instagram. My goal was to be close enough to visitor Instagram practices 

in the art gallery to observe and interact with the practices as they happened, without 

interrupting the natural environment where the practices occurred. The study was 

approached in this manner as all sociological inquiry results from interpretation 

(Bourdieu, 1996), and a way to minimise bias and subjectivity in a method is to aim for 

closeness to primary data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Participation in Instagram is centred around the production and consumption of 

visual images, and the art gallery is a site of visual stimulation (Budge, 2017). 

Instagramming includes the practice of photography; visitors capturing or freezing an 

experience of their physical reality (Crang, 1997). Photographs produced in the field 

represent affect and place, created through the experience of information between 

photographer, what is being photographed, time, and space (Light, 2016). Photographs 

are rich sources of ethnographic information. They contain subject matter that is 

meaningful or has worth and value to the photographer (Pink, 2011; Sather -Wagstaff, 

2008; Sontag, 1977). To construct an account that could answer the research questions 

required the observation of visitor photographs and Instagram practices in a natural 
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setting. These researcher acts of observation and analysis were interpretative. As 

outlined in the previous subsection the idea that the world is interpreted connects with 

the theoretical concept of Interpretivism. 

Interpretivists consider that “reality and the individual who observes it cannot be 

separated” unlike positivist thinking which considers reality as separate from the 

phenomenon under observation (Weber, 2004, p.5). This background motivated my 

interest in ethnographic (visual)-grounded theory research; grounded theory in particular 

making the case for theory existing within the data, and a process f or minimising the 

influence of researcher interference (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The purposeful choice of 

visual ethnography was made as part of the study involved handling images collected 

from Instagram (Okabe & Ito, 2006). These images were included in the grounded theory 

analytical framework along with other forms of text. Visual ethnography considers that 

images help us decode and understand the practices, representations, and meanings 

derived from images (Sather-Wagstaff, 2008). It also acknowledges that experiences 

inspire images; images are equally as meaningful as other experience related objects, 

texts, and statements (Pink, 2013). Images as visual representations would have been 

diff icult to include in the grounded theory analytical framework. Instagram images that 

were observed needed to be translated into text and visual ethnography informed me 

that when “translating systematically recorded and contextualized visual evidence into 

written words” (Pink, 2011, p. 26), account must be taken for context and the diversity of 

interpretation. By joining visual ethnography and grounded theory textual accounts of 

each image were able to be created that included their context and subjectivity, so that 

they could be handled along with textual data within the grounded theory analytical 

framework. Figure 2 illustrates how visual ethnography was used as a component under 

the larger grounded theory analytical framework.  
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Figure 2  

 

Connection Between Visual Ethnography and Grounded Theory Analytical Framework 

 
 
 

Conceptualising the field using a combination of ethnography (visual) -grounded 

theory is not unique. Pettigrew (1999) combined ethnography and grounded theory in his 

research into beer consumption and Kidder (2009) in his research into bike messenger 

subculture and parkour (2012). Bamkin et al. (2016) also explored the choice of 

grounded theory with ethnography in a study on children’s reading skills. They all found 

it was an appropriate combination arguing that the two methodologies provided a greater 

level of detail than either one alone. Further, it is well suited to questions with limited 

previous empirical research such as my study. Previous studies that involved a 

combination of ethnography (visual)-grounded theory have reported positive outcomes 

(Bamkin et al., 2016; Kidder, 2009). Bamkin et al. (2016) argued that as a combined 

approach, disadvantages of either approach independent of the other were minimised. 

Ethnography guides the closeness and “thoroughness of data co llection”, whilst 

grounded theory guides a “conceptually rigorous analysis” (Bamkin et al., 2016, p. 230) 

framework.  

Ethnography (visual)-grounded theory methodology positions the researcher as 

the instrument of the research (Eisner, 1991); this links with the interpretivist position 

which also acknowledges the researcher embedded inside the research process.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that qualitative researchers are framed as instruments 
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within the research as they use their tacit and propositional knowledge to set research 

questions, aims, methods of data collection, and the analytic process; researchers are 

human instruments which add elements of adaptability, responsiveness, and sensitivity 

to the research. Using an ethnographic (visual)-grounded theory methodology in this 

study, I was concerned with my presence as the researcher and how to account for this 

in the design; the relational aspects of the methodology.  

It is arguably impossible to reduce researcher interference in qualitative research 

to a zero level (Cohen et al., 2007), and there are well established reasons and methods 

for managing researcher interference in qualitative research; see for example bracketing 

(Hoskins & White, 2013; Maso, 2001). In ethnographic (visual) -grounded theory 

research, the methodology is not designed to make the researcher a passive, distanced 

receiver of information (Finlay, 2011). Rather, this type of research does not alter the 

ethnographic principle as stated by Alvesson and Sköldberg (2000) calling on the 

researcher to identify, highlight, and control the relational dimension of researcher 

presence. The relational dimension directs the researcher to act with self -awareness, 

reflexivity, and openness (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000).  

Underpinning this requirement is an acknowledgment of the interconnection and 

mutual influence in the researcher-participant relationship; the complex interplay that 

forms and transforms the research process (Heyl, 2001). The relationships experienced 

during this research evolved the study and affected choices made by me, as the 

researcher, on how the research was shaped and unfolded (Mumford, 2016). This 

reinforced that what is being observed, discovered, and reported are not isolated states.   

In the researcher-participant relationship context, Pink (2013) asks the 

ethnographic researcher to question their right to represent the other people in that 

relationship; the impossibility of knowing another’s mind and that our making sense of a 

participant’s actions and words is not an objective truth, but an expression of the 

researcher's consciousness. The observable data and analysis are inseparable from the 

researcher-participant relationship and the researcher fundamentally shapes this data 

through their influence in that relationship (Bakhtin, 1984). Olszanowski (2014) 
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reinforces this in her research on Instagram stating, “I always engaged in a level of self-

reflexive participant observation as I conduct myself on the platform (Instagram), 

recognizing the politics of my status as a participant-researcher” (p. 86).  

Recognising the degree of separation that exists in the researcher -participant 

relationship, I took advantage of the characteristic closeness and relativity of 

ethnography (visual) and combined this with grounded theory. This dual analytical 

framework offered a strengthened process of evolving theory through a deductive/ 

inductive/ hypothesizing cycle grounded in participant data (Strub ing, 2007). As 

mentioned earlier, the more focused choice of using visual ethnography in part of the 

methodology was made, offering my experiences of this “reality that are as loyal as 

possible to the context, the embodied, sensory and affective experience, and the 

negotiations and intersubjectivities through which the knowledge was produced” (Pink, 

2013, p. 35).  

The use of grounded theory as the overarching methodology strengthened the 

reliability of the research, as another researcher following a similar  process examining 

the same phenomenon should arguably see the same theory grounded in the data. Using 

grounded theory in an art gallery visitor experience study is not unique; Roppola’s (2013) 

research is a clear example of how grounded theory was employed to examine visitor 

experience. She analysed the visitors’ experiential accounts using grounded theory to 

build four umbrella processes with the explanatory power to cover the categories formed 

describing visitor experience in her research; framing, resonating, channelling, and 

broadening.  

Using grounded theory meant any theoretical understanding of art gallery visitor 

practices were grounded in the data; the participants’ unique experiences (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967; Oktay, 2012). Grounded theory also guided the data collection phases; 

from participant observations, Instagram posts, and interviews conducted inside and 

outside of Instagram. As my study progressed, data was gathered and analysed, 

hypotheses formed, and the research site was re-entered to collect more data to test 

against further hypotheses. This inductive-deductive evolving cycle is characteristic of 
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grounded theory, and the result of following this process constructs the theory (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). This linked to the objective of ensuring that the answers to the research 

questions were grounded in participants’ experiences, which is why grounded theory is 

best suited to this study and is explained in more detail in the Data Collection and 

Analysis section below. 

3.2.4 Method.  

The research method was implemented through five phases (Table 3); each 

phase linked with grounded theory (explained in Data Analysis section below).  

 

Table 3 

 

Five Phases of the Study 

Phase Objective Activities Grounded theory method 

1  Meet with the QAGOMA 
staff of The Life of Images 

exhibition to scope and firm 
up access in the study. 

Observations, 
documents/ 

Artefacts 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Collect data, analysis, 
coding, theoretical sampling, 
theoretical sensitivity, memo 
writing, forming hypotheses, 

constant comparison, 
category forming (core 
category), saturation. 

2 Leading up to the 
exhibition, then once it 

opened, observed 
Instagram posts using 

Gallery hashtags and/or 
geotags. Conducted 

physical observations at the 
Gallery. 

Participant 
Group 1 

 
Observations, 

artefacts 
(Instagram) 

3  Questioned Instagram 
users about their posts. 

Participant 
Group 2 

 
Semi-structured 

interviews 

4 Questioned gallery staff 
about the impact of this 

visitor behaviour. 

Participant 
Group 3 

 
Semi-structured 

interviews 

5 Write up the research Writing Writing up grounded theory, 
thesis drafting 
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Phase 1 of the method negotiated access to the research site and allowed an opportunity 

to build knowledge about the different groups within the gallery that played a role linked 

to the research questions. Phase 1 aligned with the grounded theory concept of 

theoretical sensitivity as described by Glaser and Strauss (1967); not entering the field 

with preconceived theoretical notions of what you may see but being clear minded as to 

what data you may find, what groups may exist that the researcher may turn their 

attention to. Phase 1 included a meeting on 25 August 2017 with the QAGOMA Assistant 

Director of Learning and Public Engagement to discuss the study. This then initiated a 

referral through to the QAGOMA Head of Marketing and Public Programs team, with 

whom it was suggested to meet with as they had direct involvement in The Life of Images 

exhibition, visitor engagement, and Gallery Instagram practices. On 4 October 2017, a 

meeting took place with the Head of Marketing, Senior Public Programs Officer, and the 

Public Programs Coordinator to discuss the study; building a stronger understanding of 

their roles relevant to the research and gaining their commitment to participate in the 

study as a participant in Participant Group 3. 

3.2.5 Analytical Framework. 

After the exhibition opened, the aim was to observe as many images as required 

for use in coding; to the point where no new images were being seen and no new codes 

were being created. In grounded theory this point is termed saturation; “saturation means 

no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist can develop properties of the 

category” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 72). It is important to note that the grounded theory 

analytical framework means that as images are observed they are also analysed in an 

ongoing cycle; hence saturation can be framed in both analytical and data terms. The 

number of Instagram posts required for analysis is a judgment made by the researcher 

in consideration of the research questions and the grounded theory analytical framework. 

If the quantity of observed posts were too small, the analysis risks being weaker. If the 

quantity is too large, it may become difficult for one person to handle with an appropriate 

level of analysis. My primary aim was to discover grounded theory categories that gave 

a reliable and analytically strong account of the practices being observed (Roppola, 
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2013). To provide additional context for this decision, examples of other scholars’ 

research and the quantities of Instagram posts those researchers used for analysis  is 

discussed below.  

There are Instagram studies that have chosen a method involving big data 

collections for analysis. Big data studies on Instagram are characteristic for their use of 

machine learning models to code and categorise large quantities of images. Hochman 

and Manovich (2013) in their research used 2,353,017 Instagram images to show how 

visual social media can be analyzed and visualised on various spatial and temporal 

scales. Dodge’s (2018) study at the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, Canada, 

collected 263,693 visual posts as the data set, and categorised them using a Google 

Cloud Vision API; a powerful machine learning model. Big data and machine learning 

models offer pragmatic solutions when viewed against the cost of having humans to code 

such large amounts of data. Whilst machine learning models may offer efficiencies for 

large data sets, it cannot at this stage replace the complex analysis a human researcher 

can bring to the data. 

There are also Instagram studies that have chosen a method involving smaller 

data collections for analysis. In research completed on Instagram by Hu et al. (2014), 

the researchers used a grounded theory approach to thematize and code a sample of 

200 Instagram images. Leftwich’s (2016) research used a sample of 514 images from 

the photograph sharing platform Flickr using content analysis and grounded theory to 

create categories to understand visitor photography at the Graceland Museum in 

Memphis Tennessee.  

This study was not approached with a data-first mindset. The primary focus was 

the research questions and following on from that, decisions were made on how best to 

collect data. The decision to use ethnographic (visual)-grounded theory guided the 

number of observations that were collected. In grounded theory a researcher continues 

to collect data against their research questions until they reach saturation. Two 

researchers who provided guidance were Olszanowski (2014) and Utekhin (2017). Both 

prioritised closeness and analytical depth in smaller Instagram data sets over higher 
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quantity of images research. Utekhin (2017) used a small data approach, 54 images, to 

look beyond photographic patterns. Olszanowski’s (2014) research into the self-imaging 

Instagram practices of three women did not seek objective understandings of behaviour 

generalizable to the entire population; her subjective sample and closeness to research 

participants was enough to develop new knowledge around Instagram practices.  

In my study, the collection of images was stopped at 550. This was the point 

considered that saturation was reached. Closely related content was being observed and 

there was empirical confidence that there were no new codes being created (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). Once the saturation point was reached at 550 observations, Phase 3 of 

the data collection with Participant Group 2 was commenced. Participant Group 2 were 

17 participants selected through a simple random selection within Participant Group 1 (a 

dataset of 550 visitors). Participant Group 2 are a subset within Participant Group 1, and 

were also directly connected to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a). Participant Group 2 were 

contacted through Instagram’s private messaging platform requesting their participation 

in the study. Any person who replied to the initial introduction message was asked to 

read the research information guide and provide their consent to participate in the study, 

both of which had been uploaded on my website at www.adamsuess.com/research. 

Consent was given by completing an online web form containing their name and 

Instagram username (see Appendix), their privacy was protected as their posts were 

subsequently coded. Once consent was provided, a screenshot copy of their post was 

sent to them through the private messaging platform, followed by questions about it. 

Each interview question was linked back to the research question seeking an 

understanding of why they had posted as part of their visit to the exhibition. There was a 

a period of time invested after each answer, reflecting on the response, before asking 

any follow up questions. Also, similar questions were asked to each participant as much 

as possible to ensure consistency and reduce potential for bias. Responses were then 

copied across into a Google Sheet (a similar spreadsheet platform to Microsoft Excel) 

for coding. A total of 17 out of 82 people who were invited into Participant Group 2 

consented giving this group a 20.73% response rate. A possible reason for this low 

http://www.adamsuess.com/research
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participation rate could be due to researcher contact being made through Instagram’s 

private messaging platform. If the receiving user does not turn on Instagram’s notif ication 

system messages sent through this platform may go unnoticed. A condition of the ethics 

approval of my study was that contact could only be made through the private messaging 

platform, to ensure communication remained private until informed consent was received 

from the participant. 

Phase 4 involved Participant Group 3 who were connected to RQ 3(b) and RQ4. 

This group comprised four participants, one of The Life of Images curators, the QAGOMA 

Marketing Manager, and two of the QAGOMA Public Programs team. These four 

participants were engaged in a semi-structured interview in person, relative to their role 

in the exhibition and their comments on the categories identif ied from the responses of 

Participant Groups 1 and 2. Each of the audio transcriptions of the four interviews were 

then used as data for coding and analysis within the grounded theory framework. 

Phase 5 was the writing up of the research as the final doctoral thesis. In 

grounded theory, the writing process is considered an important part of the discovery of 

theory and ideas, more so than in other forms of qualitative research (Gibson, 2012). 

This is because writing up the theory means returning to the content behind the 

categories, such as memos and field notes to “validate a suggested point, pinpoint data 

behind a hypothesis or gaps in the theory, and provide illustrations” (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967, p. 124). 

 This section has outlined the research design used in this study and how it 

connected from the chosen research questions through to theoretical f ield, theoretical 

framework, methodology, method, and analytical framework. Each stage of the research 

design was examined against other comparative research studies to justify its choice as 

the optimal or best-fit design. The research design of this study was successful in 

delivery and provided a structure suitable for answering the research questions.  
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3.3 Research Setting 

This section details the justif ication for the chosen setting of the study and 

outlines the methods of recruitment and selection of the participants.  

3.3.1 Research Location.  

Research into behaviour in art galleries is best placed within the gallery 

atmosphere and by directly observing participants in the field (Tröndle & Tschacher, 

2012). For practical reasons, I conducted my study in the GOMA located in the South 

Brisbane Cultural District, Brisbane, Australia. The justif ication for choosing this location 

was that the GOMA is a popular public gallery that holds a diverse range of exhibitions 

and I had experience using this site in my Master research (Suess, 2015). 

The GOMA along with the older Queensland Art Gallery (QAG) form the 

QAGOMA. The QAG is an official Queensland State Heritage Place and traces its history 

to 1895. In 1982, the QAG opened in its current form and place, then in 2006 was joined 

by the GOMA located in the same precinct (Queensland Art Gallery & Gallery of Modern 

Art, 2017a). The QAGOMA is administered under Queensland Government legislation 

which gives power to the overarching governance and management structure. The 

QAGOMA organisation comprises structured curatorial, collections, exhibitions, and 

public programs teams that manage a number of exhibitions and public programs each 

year; attracting a strong number of visitors. The GOMA also operates a social media 

strategy, encouraging visitors to participate by using the #qagoma hashtag and provides 

free wi-fi making it easier for visitors to use their social media while at the Gallery.  

3.3.2 Participants and Recruitment.  

Participants and their recruitment were managed into this study by creating three 

identif iable groups (Table 4). Once the best research setting for my study was identified, 

upcoming art exhibitions that were in Brisbane and worked with my proposed research 

timeline was investigated. My PhD supervisors encouraged using an exhibition that 

involved a traditional art genre such as painting, as this may be valuable to investigate 

by comparison with a previous study I had completed as part of a research Master degree 
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using three-dimensional sculpture artworks (Suess, 2015). The Gerhard Richter 

exhibition, The Life of Images, was discovered that was scheduled to run from 14 

October 2017 to 4 February 2018. One of the curators for the exhibition was a Griffith 

University academic. Contact was made and through a subsequent phone conversation 

the research project was discussed and motivation to use The Life of Images exhibition 

as a research setting. She introduced me to the Assistant Director of Learning and Public 

Engagement, with whom a meeting took place and brief ing about the study. 

Subsequently the GOMA agreed to participate.  

 

Table 4 

 

Participants and Recruitment Methods 

 
Participant Group 1 Participant Group 2 Participant Group 3 

Details of 
participants 

550 Instagram posts 
uploaded by 

exhibition visitors 
observed 

17 Instagram users 
taken from Group 

One consented to be 
interviewed about 

their post 

4 members of the 
GOMA staff 

responsible for the 
exhibition interviewed 

Dates data 
collected 

13 October 2017 to 8 
December 2017 

22 November 2017 to 
17 January 2018 

20 February 2018 to 
28 February 2018 

Research 
questions 

RQ1 & RQ2 RQ1 & RQ2 & 
RQ3(a) 

RQ3(b) & RQ4 

Recruitment 
method 

Hash/geo-tag search 
#qagoma 

#thelifeofimages 
#RichterGOMA 

Contacted through 
Instagram’s private 
messaging system, 
obtaining consent 
before questioning 

Contact made 
through the 

QAGOMA Assistant 
Director Learning & 
Public Engagement 

 
 

Participant Group 1 were visitors to The Life of Images exhibition who had posted 

a part of their experience to Instagram using the hashtag #qagoma, #thelifeofimages, 

and/or #RichterGOMA and/or the Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of Modern Art geotag. 

Participant Group 1 were connected to RQ1 and RQ2. These participants were not 

required to consent to participate in the study as their posts were publicly available 

information and no identif iable information was recorded or copied. Participant Group 2 
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was a simple random selection of participants from Participant Group 1. To facilitate 

recruitment of participants into Group 2, I set up an Instagram account 

@adam_suess_research_account. The purpose of this was to ensure my researcher 

profile was transparent as possible to participants and non-participants of the study 

(Figure 3). Contained in the profile of my researcher Instagram account was the link 

www.adamsuess.com/research where a Research Participant Information Sheet and 

Consent Form was posted (see Appendix) confirming the study had been approved by 

the Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (Griffith University ref no: 

2017/641). The consent form listed on this page was a web form that was used by 

participants to electronically submit their consent to participate in the study.  

 

Figure 3 

 

Instagram Profile Screenshot 

 
Note. Screenshot taken with Google Chrome browser, 2018. Retrieved from 

www.instagram.com/adam_suess_research_account 
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Participant Group 2 was contacted through Instagram’s private messaging platform 

requesting their involvement in the study. Those who replied to the message were 

directed to my website to read the information sheet and provide their consent using the 

consent form. 

Participant Group 3 were Gallery staff recruited by email; these participants had 

been identif ied in the early stages of the study. As data had already been collected from 

Participant Groups 1 and 2 and some primary analysis had been completed, I was able 

to shape the semi-structured interviews with Participant Group 3 mindful of what had 

been seen throughout the coding process. Each participant in Group 3 was intimately 

connected with the exhibition and each other through their respective role as curator, 

public programs developer, or marketer. Overall the recruitment of participants was 

successful and allowed for collection of quality data linking through to the research 

questions.  

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

 This section outlines the data collection and analysis steps that were taken in the 

study. As discussed above in the Research Design section (3.2), after consideration of 

a number of research approaches, grounded theory was selected as founded by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) as best meeting the needs of this study. Grounded theory is inductive 

and based on the notion that its process will see the theory emerge from the data; its 

closeness to the data is a unique characteristic of the method (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 

2000; Cohen et al., 2007). The collection of data in this study was guided by two main 

factors. Firstly, the research questions and overall research design influenced what initial 

data was judged to be connected to the study. Secondly, grounded theory, through an 

inductive/deductive cycle (Figure 4), guided the identification, collection, and analysis of 

data as is outlined in greater detail below.  
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Figure 4 

 

The Grounded Theory Process 

 
Note. Taken from Research as pragmatic problem-solving: The pragmatist roots of empirically-grounded 

theorizing (p. 595), by J. Strubing. 2007, In A. Bryant & K. Charmaz (Eds.), The SAGE handbook of 

grounded theory (pp. 580–602). SAGE Publications. Copyright (2007) by SAGE Publications. Reproduced 

with permission. 

 

Data Collection and Analysis subsections 

 3.4.1   
 Grounded 

 Theory 
 

3.4.2  
Field notes/ 

participant 
observation  

3.4.3 
Theoretical 

sampling 

3.4.4 
Codes 

3.4.5 
Categories 

3.4.6 
Constant 

comparison 
method 

3.4.7 
Hypotheses 

3.4.8 
Semi- 

structured 
interviews 

3.4.9 
Instagram 

posts 

3.4.10 
Writing 

 

3.4.1 Grounded Theory.  

This section presents the grounded theory analytical framework used in this study 

by discussing its major parts of field notes/ participant observation, theoretical sampling, 

codes, categories, constant comparison method, hypotheses, semi-structured 
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interviews, Instagram posts, and writing. The grounded theory method was chosen as it 

provided a system of tools to analytically interpret processes constituting the construction 

of participants’ experience (Roppola, 2013). The decision to use this method was 

supported by comparative studies that also used the framework (Kidder, 2009; Roppola, 

2013). Theory is generated in partnership with systematic data collection and analysis; 

the theory and patterns exist in the data awaiting discovery (Cohen et al., 2007). 

The key features of grounded theory are its systematised methods: the constant 

comparative method, theoretical sampling, identification of a core variable , and 

saturation (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Since grounded theory exists in the data, by using 

this framework for analysis, the researcher inductively develops theory (Alvesson & 

Skoldberg, 2000). Lincoln and Guba (1985), respected qualitative research scholars, 

argue that grounded theory must fit the situation being researched. Given my study 

examined the abstractions of aesthetic experience, sharing, and spatial practice, it was 

considered that grounded theory was the best method for this study as it is principled on 

the idea that concepts will arise from the data; rather than imposing concepts drawn from 

the literature into the field (Glaser & Strauss, 1976). Grounded theory was used in situ 

with critical reading and openness to developed research in the field (Alvesson & 

Skoldberg, 2000). 

3.4.2 Field Notes/Participant Observation.  

An important consideration when engaging in participant observation fieldwork is 

to minimise effects that may compromise the data, for example researcher presence 

(Dowling & Brown, 2012). Roppola (2013) supports this by arguing that it is imperative 

to gallery research to preserve the ordinary experience of the visitor; ensuring that the 

researcher maintains, as much as possible, an unobtrusive profile. Observations were 

conducted each day on Instagram, from the opening day of the exhibition until saturation 

point, taking notes and seeing data as it happened in the field (Monahan & Fisher, 2010). 

The important questions to be addressed by the researcher in taking field notes is “what 

to write down, how to write it down, and when to write it down” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

1983, p. 146), keeping in mind at all times any forms of bias. Answers to these questions 
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must be “congruent with the context of the setting” in which the research is placed 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 147). The notes that were made were comprehensive 

enough to facilitate analysis of the observations at a later stage. This was required as 

the ethics approval of my study directed that no copies of posts or usernames were to 

be recorded without prior consent.  

As recommended by Cohen et al. (2007), inferences were separated from 

observations and any peculiarities or abstractions were included to maintain the 

sufficiently complex characteristics of human behaviour. Field notes almost inevitably 

include the researcher’s conceptual and analytical remarks, so a technique was used to 

ensure the separation of observational and theoretical notes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

This means that notes were recorded in two stages. In the first stage, observational notes 

were made about the Instagram posts. During the second stage, notes were recorded 

containing analytical and conceptual remarks. This ensured that field notes were 

distinguishable for later analysis. This was the first time in the study that field notes were 

used and they were central pieces of data within the grounded theory analysis; I used 

them for coding and analysing and later forming categories (Kidder, 2009). 

3.4.3 Theoretical Sampling.  

Strauss (1987), one of the original authors of grounded theory, describes 

theoretical sampling as: 

a means whereby the analyst decides on analytic grounds what data to 

collect next and where to find them. The basic question in theoretical 

sampling is: What groups or subgroups of populations, events, activities 

(to find varying dimensions, strategies, etc.) does one turn to next in data 

collection. And for what theoretical purpose? So, this process of data 

collection is controlled by the emerging theory. It involves, of course, 

much calculation and imagination on the part of the analyst. When done 

well, this analytic operation pays very high dividends because it moves 

the theory along quickly and efficiently. (pp. 38-39)  
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In this way the researcher lets analysis guide the research; the data and researcher are 

together in the process (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this study, the data is Instagram 

posts, and visitor and Gallery participant accounts. An example of theoretical sampling 

in action in this study was in my first meeting with one of the curators, who then referred 

me to Assistant Director of Learning and Public Engagement in the Gallery, who then 

referred me to other Gallery participants. This highlights how I decided on analytic 

grounds in what order I should collect the data and where to access it. 

3.4.4 Codes.  

Grounded theory uses a process of coding, where data is disassembled and 

reassembled under inductively labelled codes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Coding is an 

explorative and iterative process, where data is coded and categorised leading to data 

groups in manageable chunks helping the researcher shape and understand the data 

(Cohen et al., 2007). Coding “enables you to make the leap from concrete events and 

descriptions of them to theoretical insight and theoretical possibilities” (Charmaz, 2006, 

p.78). While coding I looked for interconnectedness and interrelationships in the data 

(Instagram posts, interview responses) which formed categories and subcategories in 

presenting a visitor’s experience to the Gallery. As this process progressed, codes and 

categories were strengthened and differences or commonalities identified, with links and 

relationships between categories and codes recognised through use of the constant 

comparison method (outlined below).  

Coding has been successfully used in previous research involving Instagram; 

researchers were able to code data taken from Instagram and identify themes and 

categories as part of their f indings (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017, 2018b; Budge & Burness, 

2017; Reece & Daniforth, 2017). In this study, I entered the data from Participant Group 

1 observations (field notes, Instagram images translated to text, and text within posts) 

and Participant Group 2 (field notes, Instagram images translated to text, text within 

posts, and written interview responses) into a Google Sheet, which is software similar to 

Microsoft Excel, to facilitate the coding process. For Participant Group 3 interviews, I 

coded directly from the audio transcription documents. I coded the data in two stages; 
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initial and focused coding (Charmaz, 2006). The initial stage involved line-by-line coding, 

allowing an open and nuanced method of discovering codes within the data. The second 

phase is focused coding which produced more selective and conceptual codes (Glaser, 

1978). Line-by-line coding means prescribing code to each line of written data (Glaser, 

1978) and focused coding means being conceptual and selective in applying codes to 

written text (Hallberg, 2006). Once the coding phases for each participant group had 

been completed, codes were further refined and focused through comparison back into 

the data; conceptualising codes that may group or connect to form categories emerging 

from all of the data (Instagram posts and participant responses).  

3.4.5 Categories.  

As mentioned above, the process of coding through phases leads to the creation 

of categories. Each category has properties, representing determinations of the concepts 

of participants’ practices (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2000). After categories are formed and 

strengthened it is recommended to employ three tactics to move to theorising (Alvesson 

& Skoldberg, 2000). Firstly, the process of writing memos on any theoretical ideas arising 

throughout the coding process. Secondly, a core category may be identif ied through the 

relational structuring in coding; helpful criteria provided by Strauss (1987, p. 36). The 

core category should be central and hold a stronger position to other categories. It should 

“appear frequently”, “relate easily” and “abundantly”, “have clear implications for  a formal 

theory”, and ‘‘develop the theory” (Alvesson & Strauss, 2000, p. 29). Thirdly, diagrams 

of category relationships should be drawn as this assists the conceptual density of the 

theory that emerges (Alvesson & Strauss, 2000). The process of categorising continues 

until saturation. Reaching saturation is a judgment made by the researcher, “when 

additional analysis no longer contributes to discovering anything new about a category” 

(Strauss, 1987, p. 21).  

3.4.6 Constant Comparative Method.  

Constant comparison is a “process by which the properties and categories across 

the data are compared continuously until no more variation occurs” (Cohen  et al., 2007, 

p. 493). The outcome of the method is aimed at minimizing the differences between 
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codes/categories “to highlight basic properties of a particular category, and then 

subsequently maximising the differences”, which is done “to increase the density of the 

properties relating to core categories, to integrate categories and delimit the scope of the 

theory” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, p. 44). The four stages of the constant 

comparative method suggested by Glaser and Strauss (1967, pp.115-123) are: (1) 

comparing data applicable to each category with the purpose of strengthening their 

allocation within a category; (2) integrating categories and their properties with memoing 

assisting to compare incidents with properties of the category, this is done to ensure 

categories are not being duplicated; (3) delimiting the theory which means a category 

becomes theoretically stronger as less modifications are made to it and allocations 

become more selective and focused, and (4); writing theory from the coded data, memos 

and theory, and validating points with illustrations gained from the data.  

3.4.7 Hypotheses.  

Hypotheses is another important element of grounded theory. Hypotheses are 

generated and verified as the comparison of differences and similarities among codes, 

groups, categories, and their properties are completed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The 

core of the emerging theory is said to form in the accumulation of interrelations, which 

guides further collection and analysis of data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Hypotheses 

development is a recursive process. Not all hypotheses and their underpinning concepts, 

sampling strategies, codes, and categories will be correct requiring re-formulation as the 

research progresses (Gibson, 2012). 

3.4.8 Semi-Structured Interviews.  

Semi-structured interviews allow flexibility in gaining information from participants 

because interviewers are guided by a plan of the issues they are seeking to explore; 

however they do not use predetermined wording or order (Merriam, 2009). I was guided 

by Roppola (2013), who used semi-structured interviews in her visitor experience study 

across 22 exhibits at six institutions. Semi-structured interviews were only conducted 

with Participant Group 2 and 3, interviews were not conducted with Participant Group 1; 

only observations were made of their Instagram posts to use in the early stages of 
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coding. Interviews with Participant Group 2 were held through Instagram’s private 

messaging system. In a previous study, I had success by asking a question as a 

comment in the user’s post within Instagram. The respondent provided their answer to 

my question also within Instagram as a comment above mine (Suess, 2015). In this 2015 

study, only one/singular question was asked; no follow up questions were asked 

regardless of the response. A key difference in this current study was that Group 2 

participants were contacted and communicated with using Instagram’s private user-to-

user messaging service; and consent to participate was obtained from the user prior to 

asking any questions. Depending on the users’ responses, follow up questions were 

asked to allow for richer and thicker data to analyse.  

Group 3 participants consented to face-to-face semi-structured interviews, each 

of these interviews took place at the QAG and these were audio recorded. Questions 

were either directive or nondirective, specific or open-ended dependant on the stage of 

inquiry (Table 5). Transcriptions were made of each of these interviews and the data 

used in the grounded theory coding phases as outlined above. 

3.4.9 Instagram Posts.  

Instagram posts were observed as part of the data, including both the image and 

text contained within the post (Figure 5; example post viewed through iPhone 6). The 

first 550 posts were observed in chronological order, using the QAGOMA promoted 

hashtag #qagoma, #thelifeofimages, and #RichterGOMA, and/or the Gallery geotag. The 

sample of 550 posts was observed using the Instagram application on an iPhone 6. 

Group 1 posts were observed and not copied because consent had not been 

provided by the participant nor had it been requested; field notes that were created based 

on the observations were entered onto a Google Sheet for coding and analysis. Group 

2 users (a subset of Group 1) consented to participation and their posts and responses 

were copied and similarly coded and analysed within the Google Sheet. Given grounded 

theory was used in this study, posts were observed reflexively using theoretical sampling, 

hypothesising, and the constant comparison method. Observations were stopped once 

category/ sub-category saturation had been reached. 
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Table 5 

 

Example Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Participant 
Group 

Question 
type 

Sample question 

 
 
 
 

2 

Directive What do you consider you are sharing? 

Non-
directive 

May I ask why you posted these particular images to 
Instagram? 

Specific In reference to the photo below it looks like you were 
photographing the space in the ATLAS room, is that correct? 

Open-
ended 

In relation to your experience as a visitor to this exhibition, did 
using Instagram change your experience in any way? 

 
 
 
 

3 

Directive Did you make any allowances for visitor photography? 

Non-
directive 

How did you approach the role of Instagram in planning for the 
Richter exhibition? 

Specific Do you have the same type of objectives with Instagram as the 
Marketing team does? 

Open-
ended 

Would you mind just starting by talking a bit about what you 
know about Instagram and its use by visitors to the gallery? 

 

 

3.4.10 Writing up the Theory.  

A major part of grounded theory is the writing up of research (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1983). Writing in my study included the field notes, memos, an article for The 

Conversation (Suess & Budge, 2018), a manuscript for the Australia Art Education 

journal (Suess, 2018) and the thesis. The act of writing forces the researcher to think 

about the data and engage in an inner dialogue between the mind and the construction 

of the narrative (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978). It is a reflexive process, 

articulating findings and theory through a written account. Writing up requires a focus on 

providing a thick description of the observed interactions, being detailed and avoiding 

simplistic reduction of the behaviour (Geertz, 1973). The final written account presented 

a narrative construction of the observed and interpreted reality (Bruner, 1991).   
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Figure 5 

 

Screenshot of Instagram Post 

Note. This image was taken through an iPhone 6 Instagram application. It is from an “Instagram post” by 

Bree., 2017 (http://www.instagram.com/meandmy2guys). Copyright 2017 by Bree. Reproduced with 

permission. 

 

External influences such as conceptualisations of a reading audience play a role 

in researcher writing (Gans, 2004), highlighting the need for reflexive writing in grounded 

theory (Mruck & Mey, 2007). My own Instagram account also formed part of the reflective 

writing process, using it throughout my research as a diary of activities. Roppola’s (2013) 

study into visitor experience, which used grounded theory, offered guidance. Figure 6 

illustrates how the result of a grounded theory study may be represented 
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diagrammatically. Roppola (2013) constructed this diagram showing the connection 

between categories and subcategories. A similar model was created in my research for 

use by researchers, art galleries, and educators which may be viewed in Chapter 4: 

Results and Analysis (Figure 24, p. 207). This section has detailed how the data 

collection and analysis methods were performed in this study; namely grounded theory.  

 

Figure 6 

 

Tiina Roppola’s (2013) Framing, Resonating, Channelling and Broadening Diagram 

 
Note. This diagram is reprinted from Designing for the museum visitor experience (p. 74), by T. Roppola, 

2013, Routledge. Copyright 2013. Reprinted with permission. 
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3.5 Limitations 

 This study does not and cannot account for all visitor perspectives nor could any 

study. The analysis is positioned as valuable insight into these behaviours. This section 

explores the identif ied limitations present in the study. Limitations that were identified 

and that will be detailed below are location, art genre, technology, age group, research 

typology, tagging, and self -reported data. 

 

Limitations subsections 

3.5.1 
Location 

3.5.2 
Art 
genre 

3.5.3 
Technology 

3.5.4 
Age group 

3.5.5 
Research 
typology 

3.5.6 
Tagging 

3.5.7 
Self-reported 
data 

 

3.5.1 Location.  

For pragmatic purposes this study was restricted to the GOMA in Brisbane. This 

limited the accessible data to one gallery, making findings potentially geographically 

specific. The GOMA as an institution is an astute Instagram user; management have 

strategic objectives around the engagement of social media for themselves and their 

visitors. This study showed that this active promotion of Instagram by the GOMA 

influenced some visitors’ Instagram use; one participant referenced the hashtag 

campaign #thelifeofimages didactic as influencing their motivation to post to Instagram. 

Not all cultural institutions are as supportive and encouraging of Instagram, social media, 

and visitor photography as the GOMA.  

3.5.2 Art Genre.  

The genre of art on display was identif ied as a limitation within this study. The 

Life of Images exhibition included photographs, paintings, portraits and tapestries, all 

displayed as wall hangings. The reason genre is identif ied as a limitation is that it may 

influence the observable behaviour on Instagram. In a previous study located at Cai Guo 

Qiang’s Falling Back to Earth exhibition at the GOMA, which included large realistic 

sculptures in a metaphorical setting, users on Instagram were observed interacting with 

the art in different ways to that of the Gerhard Richter exhibition (Suess, 2015). Budge’s 
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(2017) research at a shoe exhibition also indicated the genre of art may influence visitor 

Instagram use, as her observations indicated a major category of object-orientation; 

primary visitor photographic interest in the objects on display. It may be that different 

genres of art produce varying physical reactions in visitors (Snook & Brown, 2017) and 

as a result observable content posted by visitors on Instagram. The data collected in this 

study may still be transferable to other contexts and the behaviour being observed may 

be compared with future studies addressing other genres or forms of art. 

3.5.3 Technology.  

This study involved the use of Instagram, so people without access to this 

technology were excluded. This limited the study to those visitors with the socioeconomic 

and cultural privilege of owning a smart device; and of making the choice to use 

Instagram as a visual social media application. From an equity standing, this excluded 

the participation in the research of those visitors who were not able to be involved due 

to lack of access to the technology. It also limited the study to those with the motivation 

to use Instagram. For example, Brisbane is visited by many international tourists and 

students; mainland Chinese being the largest source country (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2019). Instagram in mainland China is blocked by the Government of the 

People’s Republic of China making it a less popular platform for them to maintain an 

account. The reason for this is Instagram is a pro-social application, encouraging the 

sharing of visual images with friends and communities. If your friends and communities 

do not participate on the platform you are less likely to be motivated to open and maintain 

an account. A similar study would be useful on a platform that is popular amongst 

mainland Chinese, for example WeChat, to compare results.  

3.5.4 Age Group.  

For ethical reasons, the study excluded any data that was identif ied as being 

posted by or containing photographs of anyone under 18 years of age; limiting the 

research to adults only. Users under the age of 18 years are important, particularly in 

light of the popularity of Instagram with this age group. The average age of  Instagram 

users is lower than that of users of Facebook (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). The age of the 
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research participants in my study did not form part of the data collection. Instagram 

requires users to be at least 13 years of age to open an account, but this is largely an 

unenforceable policy. Parents/ legal guardians may open supervised accounts for their 

children or children adept with technology may circumvent the policy. Lemon’s (2010, 

2013) research into children’s use of digital camera photography and art provides a 

strong foundation for exploring Instagram use and children. 

3.5.5 Research Typology.  

A further limitation in this study was the lack of published research allowing a 

thorough examination appropriate to the area of study. The literature review identified 

limited research on Instagram and art gallery visitors (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017, 2018a, 

2018b, 2020; Budge & Burness, 2017). Research found that addressed this area 

specifically was primarily qualitative in design, using visual analysis (Rose, 2012) and 

thematic analysis (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017, 2018b; Budge & Burness, 2017). Outside 

of the art gallery site, there is a larger quantity of literature examining Instagram use in 

various contexts using both big data and small data, but the strengths and weaknesses 

of different research designs and methods are still being explored. As Instagram is only 

9 years old, the research typology used alongside the platform is still developing within 

the research community. To minimise the effect of this limitation, this study was 

exploratory in design, using ethnography (visual)-grounded theory aiming for closeness 

between theory and the observed data. Even though this is a limitation, the research 

design of this study was successful and provides a concrete example to other 

researchers looking for comparisons to support their research. 

3.5.6 Tagging.  

Instagram data for this study was collected using a hash/geo-tag search method, 

meaning only posts where the user had purposely included a tag were observed. This 

created a self-selection limitation, the data was selected on the dependent variable 

(Tufecki, 2014). The hashtag #qagoma is the promoted tag at the GOMA, as of April 4, 

2020 there has been over 32,640 posts to Instagram using the tag. The dynamics of 

using a popular hashtag differs from other hashtags (Tufecki, 2014), so to mitigate this 
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limitation hashtags beyond #qagoma were investigated. The GOMA team in charge of 

the Gerhard Richter exhibition also promoted two additional unique visitor centred 

hashtags; #thelifeofimages reflecting the name of the exhibition, and #RichterGOMA 

incorporating the gallery abbreviation and artist’s family name. Even with this effort, it still 

limited the study by excluding people who exhibited the behaviour under investigation 

but did not use the hashtags/ geotag in their posts. 

3.5.7 Self-Reported Data.  

This study captured self -reported data through semi-structured interviews with 

Participant Group 2 (visitors who had posted and volunteered into the study) and 

Participant Group 3 (Gallery staff). Self-reported data is subject to biases and limitations 

that must be considered by the researcher. The biases in this study that may cause 

limitations include: interviewee honesty, ability of the interviewee to be introspective of 

their behaviour, type/ quality of rapport between interviewer and interviewee, changes to 

the wording or sequence of questions, poor prompting and probing, and poor or 

confusing question structure (Oppenheim, 1992). To minimise the impact of this limitation 

an attempt was made to maintain a repeated interview/ question structure, and to 

account for interviewer style and presence in the analysis of responses. 

This section covered the identif ied limitations present in the study. Despite the 

limitations highlighted in this section this study has much to offer. As mentioned earlier, 

it is the first study that examines visitor Instagram practices in the art gallery using 

grounded theory throughout the study and taking account of the Gallery perspectives 

namely curatorial, marketing, and public programs. This study is also the first to 

interrogate the role of the aesthetic experience and space in visitor Instagram use. 

Finally, this study is also the first to use Instagram as a research technique to conduct 

semi-structured interviews inside of the platform offering methodological insights for 

future researchers to consider. 

3.5.8 Ethical Issues.  

This section of the chapter will discuss the ethical considerations in this study. As 

detailed above, this study collected data from three participant groups in a chronological 
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order. Table 6 outlines each group, the research activity that took place with that group 

and the respective ethical considerations that were addressed. The ethical 

considerations for conducting research inside visual social media applications such as 

Instagram are unique. Publicly available content on Instagram provides researchers with 

new sources of data to examine, yet ethical questions remain on researcher treatment 

of such types of data.  

Prior to the commencement of data collection in the field, I was required to apply 

for university ethical clearance. The Griff ith University research ethics manuals offered 

guidance on approaching social media research. The manuals referenced Facebook and 

Twitter but not Instagram. I was also guided by several contemporary social media 

studies in the literature to examine how they had explored the ethical considerations.  In 

the constantly changing environment of social media applications, ethical guidelines 

require regular re-examination. This is needed to keep up with the rate of change. With 

the large amount of information posted on the internet, it is important that the starting 

point with so-called public information is that it is not free from due ethical consideration 

(Fiske & Hauser, 2014). 

 

Table 6 

 

Participant Groups 

 
Activity Ethical considerations 

Group 1 Observation of 550 publicly available 
Instagram posts 

Privacy paradox, 
observations, & informed 

consent 

Group 2 Semi-structured interviews of 17 Instagram 
users selected from Group 1 

Informed consent 

Group 3 Semi-structured interviews of 4 exhibition 
staff 

Informed consent 
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As a researcher, care was taken not to assume that publicly available information 

on Instagram came with a licence to use that information for the purposes of research. 

This section will outline how the ethical issues of conducting observations on Instagram, 

as well as addressing informed consent with interview participants was considered. 

In March 2018, allegations were raised by several international media outlets that 

the organisation Cambridge Analytica used the personal information of more than 50 

million users without their permission to build a psychologically loaded profile system 

that could be used to target personalised political advertisements (Grigonis, 2018). A 

component of Cambridge Analytica’s customer base was anyone seeking to influence 

the political ideology and voting intentions of targeted people. As a result of the 

allegations raised against Cambridge Analytica and more particularly Facebook, there 

was a subsequent and ongoing outrage driven by what many saw as a breach of 

corporate ethical behaviour. Mark Zuckerberg, Facebook’s founder and CEO, 

acknowledged it was a breach trust between Facebook and its users (Facebook, 2018a). 

This resulted in updates to Facebook’s Data Policy (Facebook, 2018b) and Terms of 

Service (Facebook, 2018c), and provided users greater control over their privacy on 

Facebook. The Facebook owned Instagram also reacted by breaking many third-party 

applications that use its application processing interface (API) to collect information 

about Instagram users (Constine, 2018a). An additional damaging aspect of the 

Cambridge Analytica case is the harm that it brings to public trust in the research 

community. Researchers must be trusted by participants. Participants should know that 

they will be protected from harm and that the research relationship is built on 

transparency, honesty, and informed consent. Breaches of trust by researchers also 

create negative government and corporate reactions, for example Facebook’s cancelling 

of APIs further cuts off researchers from accessing the platform. The above example 

highlights three particularly important aspects related to this study that will be addressed 

in this section: 

1. The privacy paradox; the conflict between an individual’s rights and expectations 

of privacy against their sharing behaviour online (Barnes, 2006); 
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2. Observation and lurking by researchers in public online spaces; and 

3. The requirements of obtaining informed consent in the treatment of personal 

information. 

 

Ethical issues subsections 

3.5.8.1  
Privacy paradox 

3.5.8.2.  
Observations 

3.5.8.3  
Informed consent 

 

3.5.8.1    Privacy Paradox. Privacy on social media is a complex issue. This is 

because people generally lack a thorough understanding about the privacy risks when 

sharing information on social media. Sharing information is central to participation on 

social media, which forces people to reassess their assumptions about privacy and life 

in a networked society (Marwick & boyd, 2014). This creates a tension for an individual 

between the motivation to share information and the assumed right to privacy. 

Social media users trust the organisations behind the platforms to act ethically 

and keep their information safe and secure (Kennedy, 2016). However, traditional 

understandings of privacy become unclear and illusory when placed in social media 

contexts creating a privacy paradox (Barnes, 2006). 

Opening an account on Instagram requires the user’s consent to Instagram’s 

Data Policy, which states that:  

public information can be seen by anyone, on or off our Products, 

including if they don't have an account. This includes your Instagram 

username; any information you share with a public audience; information 

in your public profile on Facebook; and content you share on a Facebook 

Page, public Instagram account or any other public forum, such as 

Facebook Marketplace. (Instagram, 2018b, section III, paragraph 2) 

An Instagram user may set their account to a private setting providing them a greater 

level of control over who may view what they post, by approving in advance who may 

follow and view their content. Setting a profile to private is not a complete safeguard of 
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the user’s content, any followers of the account may make unauthorised copies. If a 

profile is set to public then any information that is posted, as the Data Policy ind icates, 

will be available publicly on the internet to be viewed by anyone. 

If we consider Instagram use in the context of the privacy paradox, we see that 

although someone agrees to Instagram’s Data Policy and shares content publicly, this 

does not mean that individual has lowered their expectations of privacy. Sharing 

behaviour on Instagram is contextual to that environment, and so we may frame the 

privacy paradox as also being contextual (Fiesler & Proferes, 2018). Just because an 

individual posts publicly on Instagram does not infer that their privacy expectations 

outside of an Instagram context are not different; I may be agreeable with people viewing 

my post within Instagram for entertainment but consider my privacy invaded if that image 

is used for other purposes such as research. In my study, exhibition visitors who posted 

publicly to Instagram may have had the expectation that their posts not be taken from 

that context or appropriated for the purposes of research.  

As the researcher, I was conscious that the users under observation in Group 1 

had not consented to participation in the study and were unaware that their posts were 

being observed for research purposes. More empirical work is needed to understand 

how people like Group 1 participants feel when they know that their information that they 

post publicly could be used in research (Fiesler & Proferes, 2018). All Participant Group 

1 users included a hashtag or geotag in their post making it independently searchable; 

users may be more aware that their posts would be observed by anyone searching posts 

using the tags. Users tend to manage and employ specific strategies to address their 

specific privacy needs (Young & Quan-Haase, 2013). To address the privacy paradox 

no personal identifying information was copied during the observations of Group 1 posts. 

The privacy paradox challenges the conceptual gaps that exists in the binary 

public/private dichotomy, underpinning judgements of whether something public is 

private or vice-versa (Robards, 2013). The paradox is exacerbated by the reward 

structure built into sharing on Instagram; the more you share the greater the rewards to 

the user (Chalklen & Anderson, 2017). The action taken in this study to address the 
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privacy paradox was to ensure nothing in Group 1 was recorded or published that ties 

back to the user, which would unmask their privacy. 

3.5.8.2    Observations. Like the questions raised by the privacy paradox, 

researcher observations of Instagram were an important ethical consideration in this 

study (Ferguson, 2017; Hesse-Biber & Griff in, 2013). Observation of publicly available 

information on Instagram has also been referred to as lurking. Lurking occurs when a 

researcher observes posts and activity online and the observed individual is not aware 

of the researcher’s identity or motives. Casual browsing of Instagram posts, both friends 

and public, is part of the user experience and is not dissimilar to the concept of people 

watching. The concept of lurking is comparable to a researcher sitting in a public place 

covertly observing the actions of individuals in that setting. The issue of lurking only 

applied to Participant Group 1. An attempt was made to mitigate concerns around lurking 

with disclosure of my researcher identity using a research Instagram account 

@adam_suess_research_account. The disclosure included a photograph of my face in 

the Instagram account profile and links through to the information guide and consent 

form related to my study (see Appendix). Lurking was justif ied as all posts that were 

observed were public, contained a hash/geo-tag, no personal information was recorded, 

and the posts were not copied.  

3.5.8.3    Informed consent. Informed consent was a consideration that affected 

all participants in this study and is a foundational component of the privacy paradox and 

researcher observations. All individuals who were part of Participant Group 2 and 3 were 

required to read and consent to be involved in the study using pre-approved University 

conditions.  

Children were not involved in the study as this was not my focus; they were 

purposefully excluded from the research. When observing on Instagram no one can be 

certain that the posts or users accounts are not authored by children. Large data 

collection research on Instagram would almost certainly be capturing children’s 

information. Instagram requires users to be at least 13 years of age, but there is no 

certain method to ensure this rule is enforced. Informed consent conditions for children 
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must involve the parent or guardian. To best manage this, if I observed or became aware 

that any children were either in the Instagram posts or could have been an account owner 

(such as listing their age in their profile) they were excluded from this study. 

This section made clear the ethical considerations related to this study; the 

privacy paradox, observations of public content online, and informed consent. This study 

has contributed to the emerging debate related to the ethics of research into social media 

content like Instagram posts and the public sensitivities around how the social media 

corporations protect user privacy. 

3.6 Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I have outlined the overall research design, setting, participants, 

recruitment, data collection, analysis, limitations, and ethics of the reported study. The 

methodology used in this study was successful in its role in assisting to answer the 

research questions. Instagram was used as a place to observe, recruit, and interview 

participants, and by doing so this technology was demonstrated as having application in 

a research design. The methodology from conception through to application connected 

with the interpretivist framework and the research questions. Data was obtained using 

an ethnographic (visual)-grounded theory method, observing and asking questions to art 

gallery visitors who had used Instagram, and the Gallery staff involved with the exhibition. 

The research method was systematically worked through theoretically and in practice, 

being sensitive to the study’s limitations and ethics. The chosen research methodology 

gave rise to theory and recommendations grounded in the participants’ experience and 

reflects their voices.  
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Chapter 4: Results and Analysis 

 

 The results and analysis of this study are presented in this chapter and inform 

the answers to the four research questions. There are four major sections within this 

chapter. The first section discusses the outcome of the ethnography (visual)-grounded 

theory analytical framework that was used in the study. The second section presents the 

findings as they relate to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a) through discussing the results of the 

analysis completed for data collected from visitor participant groups 1 and 2. Participant 

Group 1 were a dataset of 550 exhibition visitor posts made to Instagram and Participant 

Group 2 were a subset of 17 exhibition visitors within Participant Group 1. The third 

section discusses the findings related to RQ3(b) presenting an analysis of the data 

collected from Participant Group 3. Participant Group 3 were four Gallery staff members 

who worked directly on the exhibition. The final section answers RQ4 through an analysis 

of the combined results presented from all three participant groups.  

4.1 Grounded Theory Analytical Framework 
 A summary of the analysis steps is contained in Figure 7. The first step involved 

the observation of 550 Instagram posts made at the art exhibition from Participant Group 

1 (exhibition visitors). These posts were publicly available and located through a 

hash/geo-tag search inside the Instagram application. Throughout these observations 

field notes were created by the researcher for each observed post using the visual 

ethnographic method to convert images to text (Pink, 2011). As data was collected, it 

was coded and analysed in a procedure called theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967), this allowed for a constant cycle of hypothesizing and returning to the data to 

check understanding and shape further data collection. Observations of Instagram posts 

were stopped after 550 due to theoretical saturation, which is a decision made by a 

researcher when no new codes are being observed in the data. Line-by-line coding was 

the entry point for analysis of the field notes (Glaser, 1978). The constant comparison 

method was used as the codes were being developed and strengthened analytically.  
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Figure 7 

 

Summary of Analysis Steps 

Steps Research Activity 

1 Observation of 550 Instagram posts obtained through a hash/geo-tag search. 

2 550 observation field notes generated using visual ethnography. Field notes 
coded and observations stopped when saturation had been reached. 

3 17 visitor participants (a subset from within the 550 Instagram posts from 
Step 1) recruited into the study through random selection. 

4 Images from the 17 visitor participants’ posts converted to text using visual 
ethnography. 

5 Interviews conducted with the same 17 visitor participants in Step 4, 
responses and image text coded and compared with earlier codes, and 

categories formed. 

6 4 Gallery participants (a separate group to either of the above) who had 
worked on the exhibition recruited into the study and interviewed. 

7 Gallery participants’ interview responses coded and categorised. 

8 Core code categories which represents the grounded theory developed 
across all participant groups. 

9 Writing up of the results 

 
 

As the coding process continued categories began to develop (Charmaz, 2014) 

which formed the basis for reporting the findings in this study. The final codes (in 

alphabetical order) that were developed for visitor participants are in Figure 8. The codes 

created from Participant Group 1’s data shaped the development of the interview 

questions for Participant Group 2 and 3, further it supported the validity and reliability of 

codes and categories across this study. The next step was the random selection of 

Participant Group 2, where 17 visitor participants were recruited through Instagram’s 

direct messaging system and who consented to being part of the study. Once consent 

was obtained the images within their posts were converted to text using visual 

ethnography (Pink, 2011) and coded along with the text within each post (if any).  
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Figure 8 

 

Participant Group 1 Final Codes 

Codes 

aesthetic aesthetic 
experience 

 

affinity with art affinity with artist 

affinity with gallery authenticity 
 

awareness composition 

connect to body connected to self  content creation copy artist 
style/mimicry 

 
create something cultural awareness 

 
descriptive didactic 

emoji emotion engagement with 
others 

 

ephemeral 

enjoyment extending 
experience 

 

evolving 
experience 

geotag 

hashtag images imagined audience informative 
 

Instagram as art Instagram practice interpretative locating oneself  
 

locative looking for 
Instagram  

opportunities/eye-
catching/appropriate 

 

memory/ journal  more aware  

more observant  object-oriented  other people  
 

orthodox/ passive 
reception 

  
person-centred  personal  

 
photography pre-exhibition 

promotion reflection representative self-aware 
 

self-presentation sharing social social 
responsibility/ 

introduce/ 
educate/ expose 

 
solemn spatial tag gallery tag others 

 
thinking about 

Instagram 
tickets viewing the viewer visual diary 

 

Interviews were then conducted with the 17 visitor participants inside of 

Instagram’s direct messaging system, their responses were also coded and compared 
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with the codes from Participant Group 1. The final visitor categories informed the 

answers to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a), in summary, these categories used data from: 

• Field notes created for Participant Group 1 Instagram posts; 

• The 17 Instagram posts made by Participant Group 2; and 

• The 17 interview responses made by Participant Group 2. 

The final visitor categories are listed in Figure 9. In writing up the findings in this 

chapter, the categories were related back to the literature to show how the ideas of other 

scholars illuminated these theoretical categories and how this “theory extends, 

transcends, or challenges dominant ideas” within the field (Charmaz, 2014, p. 305). It 

should be noted that my work is new knowledge. Even though these categories are 

supported by the literature, the literature is not about Instagram use in the gallery which 

is the subject of this study.  

 

Figure 9 

 

Final Visitor Categories 

 
 

 

 

 

Final visitor categories (in alphabetical order) 

A descriptive and informative visual journal 

Affinity with the artworks, artist and gallery 

Authenticity and presentation of self 

Contemporary ways of engaging with art through Instagram 

Evolving and extending the aesthetic experience through Instagram 

Images, photography, and the aesthetic 

Promotion, awareness, and influence 

Sharing and the imagined audience 

Space, movement, sight lines, and valence 
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Once all visitor participant data had been collected, four semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with Participant Group 3, these participants were members 

of the Gallery directly involved in the exhibition. Their interview responses were handled 

in a similar manner to the previous groups, using line-by-line coding, coding and category 

formation, and the constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The results 

of this process produced seven Gallery participant categories aligned to RQ3(b) that are 

listed in Table 7.  

 

Table 7 

Participant Group 3 Categories 

Gallery participant Gallery participant categories 

Curator account The exhibition narrative connected to Instagram 
practices 

Spatial layout and visitor movement 

Image rights, visual logic, and atmosphere 

Marketing account Institutional prioritisation of Instagram 

Development and promotion of the exhibition 
hashtags 

Critical understanding of Instagram 

Public Programs account 
 

Using Instagram as a pedagogical tool to engage an 
audience  

Critical understanding of Instagram 

 

 
The final part of this chapter presents five core categories that coalesced all categories 

across this study to inform the answer RQ4 listed in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10 

 

Art Galleries Future Practice Categories 

Categories 

Art and the gallery: Engaging audiences 

Sharing, sociality, and social pedagogy 

Aesthetic experience: Knowing more through Instagram 

Instagramming, space, and the visitor 

Influencing people with art 

 

A summary of how each data collection phase connected, affected, and informed 

subsequent data collection and analysis in this study is presented in Figure 11.  

 

Figure 11  

 

Data Collection Process 

 
 

4.1.1  Validity and Reliability.  

There are two main elements required to achieve validity in research findings 

using grounded theory. Firstly, the researcher must follow the process or stages 

prescribed in grounded theory research (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Secondly, the 
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researcher should not rush through the process. Progressing through the stages too 

quickly will affect the researcher’s use of inductive, deductive, and abductive reasoning. 

This could adversely affect the validity of the results. By following these elements, the 

theory that is produced will be valid and have authenticity, fidelity, immediacy, credibility, 

and dependability (Cohen et al., 2007).  

The relational aspects and objectivity of the researcher is also a key aspect in 

grounded theory. The codes, categories, and core categories created by the researcher 

aim to be honest, in depth, and a rich account that reflects the phenomena it purports to 

reflect. If a researcher follows the grounded theory process correctly, it is expected that 

another researcher should be able to repeat the process with the same data and reach 

similar conclusions. 

 The validity of this study’s f indings was tested through triangulation (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). In qualitative research, triangulation is a powerful way of demonstrating 

validity (Campbell & Fiske, 1959). Investigator triangulation was used by asking another 

scholar of international standing in the field of research to code a sample of my data. 

Codes that they generated were compared with my own, finding that they were 

consistent. Table 8 is an example. 

 

Table 8 

 

Comparison of Codes With Independent Researcher 

My codes for visitor participant 16 (P16) Investigator’s codes for visitor participant 
16 (P16) 

Self -presentation, Viewing the viewer Looking (& having others see you do it) 

Connect to body, Create something, Extending 
experience, Evolving experience, Locating 
oneself, Person-centred, Spatial 

 
Inside the landscape 

Aesthetic, Composition, Create something, 
Opportunities/Eye-catching/Appropriate 

Aesthetics - dress pattern colour + 
skin/hair and landscape - colour match 

Photography, Solemn, Viewing the viewer Private moment (back to camera) 

Extending experience, Evolving experience, 
Spatial 

Connection between visitor and art - they 
appear to merge 
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 Reliability is one of the core pillars of the research process, without reliable 

results the findings lose utility (Morse et al., 2002). Achieving reliability can be more 

challenging in interpretivist research as compared with positivist research methods. 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that using the term reliability in qualitative research is 

problematic and a term such as dependability may be a more suitable substitute.  The 

researcher’s objective is to be “confident that the way data were gathered could be 

repeated without the methods themselves producing different results” (Payne & Payne, 

2004, p. 196). 

Reliability is aimed at producing consistent results, dependable and replicable 

over time, research instruments, and groups of participants. Similar to validity, the 

reliability of the results of my study is structured in the grounded theory method and 

triangulation. A researcher examining the same phenomenon in a similar setting using 

the grounded theory analytical framework would find the same conclusions as those 

presented in this chapter.  

4.2 Art Gallery Visitors’ Instagram Practices 
The following subsections inform the answers RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a) by 

presenting and discussing categories formed through an analysis of visitor participant 

data. Each category has been created as the result of coding participant data through a 

grounded theory analytical framework, codes were grouped into categories and 

represent the stronger theoretical elements present in the data. Discussion under each 

category includes reference back into the literature highlighting areas of validity, 

similarity, difference, and/or new knowledge. The categories are not presented in a 

priority order. At the end of this section a concluding discussion summarises the findings 

presented in this section. 

4.2.1 Sharing and the Imagined Audience.  

Sharing was central to all content posted by visitor participants to Instagram and 

represented the strongest category. Sharing is a common theme present across the 

research into Instagram use in cultural institutions (Arias, 2018; Budge, 2017, 2018a, 

2018b; Budge & Burness, 2017; Weilenmann et al., 2013). Similarly sharing is a strong 
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theme in visitor photography research in art galleries; Stylianou-Lambert (2017) found 

sharing was the second highest reason cited by visitors for taking photographs.   

When someone references sharing to describe their practices on Instagram it is 

not necessarily clear what that means. The following section will discuss the different 

meanings of sharing as described by visitor participants. The imagined audience also 

played a major role in sharing practices as sharing and audience have an important 

relationship. We imagine who might view our content before posting and that influences 

our practices even if our audience is imagined only as ourselves (Brake, 2012). This 

section will present and discuss the findings as they relate to this category by outlining 

what gallery visitors share to Instagram, use of hashtags when sharing, the influence of 

the imagined audience, what visitors mean by sharing, and the individual and social 

benefits of sharing. 

 4.2.1.1    What Do Art Gallery Visitors Share on Instagram? Visitors shared 

(in order of subjective to objective) interpretations of art, moments of their aesthetic 

experience, recommendations, observations, creative reproductions, opinions about the 

exhibition, affinity, emotion, reflections, social interactions, information about 

themselves, images they found aesthetically appealing, images of others, images of 

spaces, and information. 

In this chapter, examples of a selection of visitor participant posts are provided 

to illustrate the grounded theory categories formed by this study. Visitor participants in 

this chapter gave consent for their content and real name to be published. Brandy (P12) 

(these identif iers used throughout this chapter are a participant coding reference), a 

visitor participant attending the exhibition from overseas, provided an example of 

emotion shared through Instagram. Brandy posted an image of one of Gerhard Richter’s 

paintings that reminded her of her home, making her feel homesick. This type of sharing 

was validated by Budge’s (2018a) research who found a data category Sharing emotion 

in her research into Instagram use in the gallery. People shared emotion through 

Instagram because such responses to art are common (Hubard, 2015), and Instagram 

is a space where some people share their emotions (Wittel, 2011).  
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Merinda (P7), another visitor participant, highlighted in her post how visitors also 

share reflections through Instagram: 

 

A rich exploration of the photographic image and paint, realism and 

abstraction, grey scales and exploding colour, human suffering and 

nature’s pleasures. 

 

Visitors shared reflections because digital photography imbues feelings of reflection 

(Lemon, 2014), and individuals generally like to share reflections of their gallery 

experience with others (Kirchberg & Trӧndle, 2012). 

In general, visitors expressed being thoughtful about what they were sharing and 

when asked were able to offer an explanation of what they perceived they were sharing. 

Visitors shared photographs because they liked the image and thought others would like 

it too, or that they should like it. Likeability has a strong connection with content posted 

on Instagram as part of participation on the platform includes liking the content of others 

or having one’s own content liked. A main function of Instagram centres on the like 

button, although a recent change disabled the publicly viewable likes counter in an effort 

to improve the mental health of users (Constine, 2019). It remains to be seen what, if 

any, effect this will have on Instagram practices.  

Each time we like a post it is archived in a database of liked posts unique to our 

account. Our liking of content also affects the algorithm behind our experience on 

Instagram (Constine, 2018b). Likeability is also validated in the literature, Dumas et al. 

(2017) found that over 90% of their respondents had engaged in like-seeking behaviour 

on Instagram. Like-seeking is defined as engaging in a “variety of different behaviours in 

order to gain attention and approval measured in the form of ‘likes’ received from others 

on Instagram” (Dumas et al., 2017, p. 7). In short, likeability influences what we share on 

Instagram both before and after we post. We think of how this content will be received, 

Do I like it?, Will others like it?. The number of likes a post receives is a measure of 

audience feedback on our content and our authoring skills in the eyes of others. The 
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Richter exhibition, which was the site for this study, was very aesthetically appealing and 

photogenic, highlighting why visitors would have assumed that any images shared would 

have been likeable. 

Likeable content explains part of why visitors shared what they did and Grusin’s 

(2010, p. 100) concept of “affective feedback loops” provides further understanding. 

Affective feedback loops are an invitation to others and ourselves to continue a post-

sharing dialogue centred on the visit (Jaffe, 2009). The shared visit invites the viewer to 

affectively engage with the content and respond to the author generating a 

communication loop, accelerated by the mobility and tactile nature of Instagram and 

smart devices (Holloway-Attaway, 2014). One visitor participant explained how their post 

included a geotag indicating they were in Brisbane; the tag created an affective feedback 

loop as viewers would act and message her about the location: 

 

Like I've had people message me saying "I didn't know you were 

from Brisbane!" when I post tagged photos. (P2) 

 

Affective feedback loops are designed to initiate communication, structuring feeling 

between users over time, forming image-based relationships on-line and off-line (Hearn, 

2010). These relationships may form and remain inside Instagram, never existing in the 

physical sense, and often a relationship may only be imagined between the viewer and 

the author (Casaló et al., 2018). 

The concept of possession provides a final explanation for why visitors shared to 

Instagram. We share what we feel we possess and have ownership of (Belk, 2007). 

Many visitors reported sharing their experience of visiting the exhibition as explained by 

this visitor participant:  

 

I like to use IG [Instagram] to try and capture a magical moment by  

composing an image that I think expresses the essence of the 

experience I am sharing. (P11) 
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Sharing experience means you are sharing something intangible, abstract, and fuzzy 

(John, 2017) which contextually does not conform with traditional understandings of 

possession (Belk, 2007). Possession of an experience is owning something that is not 

material. Our closeness to the experience manifests in our memory and ongoing identity 

but the experience does not exist in the tangible sense. Sharing an experience through 

Instagram enables a visitor to capture an image and load meaning and description into 

a post; taking the abstraction of experience and converting it to an object more capable 

of possession (Budge & Burness, 2017).  

The endowment effect (Thaler, 1980) highlights the inflated value that is placed 

on things we own. An image of an experience further strengthens the subjective feeling 

of ownership of that experience as an image is tangible; the legal ownership of an image 

can be passed to someone for example (Reb & Connolly, 2007). What visitors shared 

on Instagram is more akin to gift giving, visitors take a moment in their experience and 

transform it into an Instagram post that is gifted to others to consume (Kennedy, 2016).   

 4.2.1.2    Sharing Practices Using Hashtags. In this study, the research design 

meant almost all the Instagram posts observed contained at least one hashtag, so 

hashtags and geotags enabled an efficient mode of collecting observable data linked to 

the research questions. Hashtag use formed an important part of this category for two 

reasons. Firstly, hashtag use was promoted by the GOMA through a targeted 

engagement activity and secondly, sharing with hashtags is a popular part of the 

Instagram experience (Dorsch, 2018). According to Olszanowski (2015) , there are four 

categories that explain motivation to share using a specific hashtag: to find “like -minded 

people”, to find “inspiration in the hashtag feed”, to participate “in hashtag -based 

challenges, contests, and/or communities”, and to archive “collections of images” (pp. 

234-235). This study supports these four categories as being closely representative of 

hashtag use in sharing.  

Why a visitor used a hashtag depended on their sharing objectives or the way 

they were constructing their aesthetic experience. For example, if they were participating 

in the hashtag engagement activity at the Richter exhibition. Besides the sharing 
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aspects, this study observed visitors using hashtags to add more density (Despard, 

2015) and extra-textual meaning (Bruns & Burgess, 2011) to their posts; amplifying 

aspects of what they were sharing to their audience (Despard, 2015). Examples of 

hashtags that added extra-textual meaning and density to posts were #oiloncanvas (P3), 

#contemporaryart (P3), #artgallery (P8), and #twocandles (P11). Another visitor 

participant used the hashtag #  (red circles) to match the red hair of the subject 

in the image contained within their post (P1).  

The main hashtags observed in this study were #qagoma (the official Gallery 

hashtag), #thelifeofimages (the title of the exhibition and Public Programs engagement 

activity), and #RichterGOMA (a combination of the artist’s family name and the gallery 

acronym). According to an analytics report obtained from the GOMA that tracked the use 

of the exhibition hashtags, #thelifeofimages was used 561 times and #RichterGOMA was 

used 170 times in total over the life of the exhibition; the #thelifeofimages was used more 

times as it was promoted through a large didactic in the entrance foyer. Hashtags should 

be used in a way that is easy for the visitors to understand how to participate. An 

exhibition that uses too many hashtags can cause confusion amongst visitors and cause 

reduced social media engagement (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). Whilst no 

participants reported being confused with the three hashtags promoted by the GOMA, it 

is likely that attention was split and sharing practices affected. 

Community and engagement benefits were other reasons visitors shared using 

hashtags. By using the specific exhibition-related hashtag #RichterGOMA, posts were 

shared by an audience focused on Gerhard Richter’s exhibition at the GOMA. Unlike 

#oiloncanvas which was used to add literal meaning to the visitor’s post (Olszanowski, 

2015). Non-specific hashtag communities can either have a broader, larger scope or 

smaller, esoteric one. For example, #oiloncanvas when searched would have shown less 

of a community connected to an interest in Gerhard Richter than #RichterGOMA.  

One visitor participant chose to use several hashtags in their post 

#thelifeofimages, #doubleexposure, #gerhardrichterinspired, #gerhardrichter, #reader, 
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#twocandles, #double, and #exposure. Their post contained a double exposure of two 

images combined - Richter’s Two Candles (Richter, 1982) painting and Reader (Richter, 

1994) painting. When asked, this participant explained that their use of hashtags had a 

dual purpose. To act as descriptors of their image and to search and share the images 

of others on Instagram - of users not necessarily known to them: 

 

I think that the #lifeofimages hashtag is also interesting..providing 

a window into the exhibition through other’s eyes. (P11)  

 

As a paid ticketed exhibition, users who shared their visit on Instagram with a hashtag, 

allowed others to visualise the experience and consider whether they should pay for a 

ticket and attend. This was a form of social utility such that “I share because I want to 

help and connect with others” (Bucher et al., 2016, p. 317). This mode of sharing formed 

a collaborative re-telling of the exhibition experience, reinforcing the communal power of 

hashtags.  

Papacharissi (2016) provided an example of this in her research into the Occupy 

Movement which highlighted that content posted using a hashtag acted as a “soft 

structure of storytelling” (p. 321). Anyone who visited, was planning a visit, or could not 

visit was able to search the hashtags as a way to share in the story of the exhibition and 

could benefit from transiting through the community formed around posts. In this way, 

sharing through hashtags is consistent with Belk’s (2007) understanding of sharing 

presented in the literature review; sharing was the “process of distributing what is ours 

to others for their use as well as the act and process of receiving something from others 

for our use” (p. 127). 

An important final point to note is that whilst this study made use of hashtags 

from a data collection perspective, it also caused a limitation as participants using a 

hashtag self-selected into the data set (Tufekci, 2014). The findings in relation to the 

influence of the imagined audience on visitor sharing practices are presented next. 
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 4.2.1.3    The Influence of the Imagined Audience. The imagined audience 

describes who we think views the content we post to Instagram and it had a major 

influence in the sharing practices of visitors in this study (Marwick & boyd, 2010). The 

relationship between the imagined audience and sharing practices is dialogical, one is 

informed by the other (Pierroux et al., 2011). Previous research has shown that when 

taking photographs with the intention of sharing we are less likely to be candid as we 

have considered how it will be evaluated by our imagined audience (Barasch et al., 

2017). Similarly, Thurlow and Jaworski (2011) highlighted how tourists, creating an 

illusion of holding up the Leaning Tower of Pisa in Italy, were affected by their imagined 

audience causing their photography to be “stylised, scripted and staged” (p. 9).  

Visitors imagined their audience on Instagram in different ways. Either thinking 

of them as a definable group of people or a broader less definable one (Quinn & Powers, 

2016), with one visitor participant pointing out how they imagined their audience 

as definable: 

 

  Just some friends and a few followers, although I have a very small  

number of followers! (P3) 

 

This participant imagined this group as their audience despite having a public profile 

which made their content viewable by anyone around the world. Online we imagine our 

audience size to be smaller than it is, which is influenced in part by our interactions with 

our real audience (Litt, 2012). Another visitor participant imagined their audience more 

broadly as their account was used for a professional purpose. They noted how their 

imagined audience affected their sharing practices, using geotagging to signal their 

location: 

 

Most of my followers are in Brisbane, but some are overseas. Having 

the location tagged helps people find the place or realised I’m also in 

Brisbane. Like I’ve had people message my saying “I didn’t know you 
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were from Brisbane!” when I tagged photos. Which helps my business. 

(P2) 

 

Visitors who imagined a broader audience generally used their posts to promote and 

recommend their experience to others (Laestadius et al., 2016), as described by this 

visitor participant: 

 

...I hope my using Instagram helped promote the exhibition to a 

broader audience. (P14) 

 

This contrasted with visitors who imagined a smaller audience, which in some cases was 

only imagined as themselves (Brake, 2012). If the audience is only oneself then the 

content posted was more likely to be more personal, for them posting to Instagram was 

a means to an end (Litt, 2012). One visitor participant highlighted this when describing 

their practice:  

 

  I use Instagram for personal things, images that I like… (P3)  

 

This follows Marwick and boyd’s (2010) research where they argued that imagining the 

audience as oneself treats the social platform more in the form of a personal diary. This 

links to a category presented later in the chapter, A descriptive and informative visual 

diary (4.2.4). Imagining an audience as only oneself but maintaining a public account 

and continuing to allow new followers, is likely a rejection of the notion of posting for an 

audience. It signals authenticity, whilst the audience is acknowledged as existing, 

sharing is not practised to win external audience approval (Marwick & boyd, 2010).   

There is limited research that has theorised the imagined audience (Litt, 2012). 

The contribution provided by this study reinforced concepts found in the literature,  that 

the imagined audience and sharing practices on Instagram are connected in a dialogical 

relationship. Visitors conceptualised themselves talking into an identif ied group of 
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people, as well as talking out to a new and broader audience and in some cases 

imagined their audience as only themselves.  

4.2.1.4    What Do Visitors Mean by Sharing? On Instagram the meaning of 

sharing is generally understood as the user taking their images and content then sharing 

it with an audience by posting to their account (Lobinger, 2016). Social media literature 

positions the meaning of sharing more broadly, overloading the term to describe a range 

of practices (John, 2013). This study supported a definition that included it as a practice 

of distribution and viewing of images; as presented by Belk (2007) in the literature review 

chapter.  

Unlike traditional understandings of sharing, where a person sharing is left with 

less than they originally started, sharing on Instagram may cause a rise in the image’s 

perceived value; or a rise in the perceived value of the associated experience (Wittel, 

2011). Visitors expressed various understandings of sharing. Most said it was the 

experience of having visited the exhibition that they shared; visitor photography has a 

history of being a popular practice in art galleries (Bourdieu, 1990; Stylianou-Lambert, 

2017). In some cases, sharing was ephemeral, lacking in overall meaning, and not 

consciously considered. This connects with Lobinger’s (2016) term phatic photo sharing 

meaning the importance of communicating through images outweighed the visual 

qualities or verbal narration of the image posted. One visitor participant highlighted how 

their meaning of sharing was phatic photograph sharing: 

 

  ...I just took a couple of pictures to have something to post on  

Instagram. it took a couple of seconds. (P2) 

 

A phatic understanding of sharing frames images as an intermediary to communication 

between two people. Images are shared as a way of sustaining contact with others (Villi, 

2012) and reinforcing existing social relationships (Marwick & boyd, 2010). 

 Visitors also expressed abstract meanings of sharing, perceiving they were 

sharing their life with others through their real experiences. Social media scholar 
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Nicholas John (2017) calls this the fuzzy objects of sharing as no real object is being 

shared. A photograph is the concrete object that is shared but the photograph is symbolic 

and what is really being shared is a window into their life (John, 2012). Two visitor 

participants explained their sharing which was similar to the concept of fuzzy objects of 

sharing: 

 

...my interpretation..and my favourite art work..sharing a special 

moment/ feeling..not contrived..just what I see and experience in that 

moment…. (P11) 

 

  Overall, I wanted to share an experience of what it was like to visit  

the exhibition. (P15) 

 

Visitors shared their experience/ feeling/ special moment as a way to help others know 

more about them and their identity (Quinn & Powers, 2016). It acknowledged their life is 

distinct and unique and through sharing they may achieve popularity, likeability , or 

strengthened relationships (boyd, 2006). 

In summary, four reasons have been highlighted that explained visitor sharing 

practices on Instagram in this study. Visitors were engaged in the long-standing practice 

of sharing images of the exhibition to draw attention to the art. Secondly, the meaning of 

sharing was broadened to include viewing images of others as much as it refers 

to distributing. Thirdly, shared posts to Instagram acted as an intermediary to reinforce 

existing social bonds between people. Finally, sharing was used to educate others on 

the uniqueness or distinctiveness of the user; helping others to learn more about their 

life.  

4.2.1.5    The Individual and Social Benefits of Sharing a Visit Through 

Instagram. Visitors reported individual and social benefits when sharing on Instagram. 

From a social perspective, participants’ interaction was extended beyond the physical 

visit (Charitonos et al., 2012). Some visitors continued to receive comments on their post 
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for days, sometimes weeks later. Post-sharing communication had the benefit of 

encouraging visitors to reflect back on their experience, leading to conversations with 

others; online and offline (Lobinger, 2016). One visitor participant described the social 

benefits of following their image on Instagram and seeing who liked their image:  

 

…I find it funny to post my shots (of Richter for instance) and see the 

amazing array of different people that like a particular picture. It’s crazy! 

(P6) 

 

Several visitors reported reflection as an individual benefit. When choosing a post to 

share, participants referenced looking through their images to choose one giving them a 

chance to reflect over their experience. Enjoyment was another reported benefit as 

described by one visitor participant: 

 

  I enjoy posting photos from exhibitions I attend. (P14) 

 

Interestingly, there is research that has suggested sharing reduces the enjoyment felt 

during an experience as it is interruptive and creates anxiety (Barasch et al., 2017). It is 

worth noting that my study did not show any evidence in line with this research.  

4.2.2 Authenticity and Presentation of Self.  

Visitors used Instagram as part of their self -presentation practices. To signal 

authenticity to their chosen identity and personality to their audience (Dumas et al., 2017; 

Goffman, 1959; Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). Previous research validates this category. 

Budge (2018b) connected visitors’ Instagram use in the museum to self and identity, she 

argued that posts were digital marks and traces that visually communicated self. Burness 

(2016) called the practice of taking one’s image with a museum object self-

representational social photography; an act of self-expression.  

Esteemed scholar Erving Goffman wrote The Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life (Goffman, 1959) in which he posited a widely supported theory that identity was akin 
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to a stage performance; the dramaturgical metaphor. During this performance, 

individuals share an idealised version of themselves through impression management; 

working with their audience in social collaboration, giving off cues, and responding to 

feedback in line with the preferred self -image that they are presenting (1959). 

Participants in this study reported self -presentation techniques connecting their visit to 

their identity: 

 

I’m an art history student so it is something I’m obviously really 

interested in and tend to post about on my profile. (P12) 

 

Self-presentation on Instagram may be further understood through the concept 

of stance-taking (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011); “stancetaking entails the various ways 

people position themselves with respect to the things they say or do themselves” (p. 10). 

Visitors’ posts were stances giving off cues to viewers’ details about themselves. On 

Instagram stances are visual representations that work to maintain a desired image of 

the user (Lobinger, 2016). An example of stance-taking at the Richter exhibition was one 

participant whose stance aimed to convey to others their dedication to art having visited 

a paid exhibition: 

 

this post just showed that I was dedicated enough to actually pay to 

see the exhibition… (P9) 

 

Research has connected self-presentation and stance-taking to 

photography.  Barasch et al. (2017) found that when we take photographs with an 

intention to share we are more likely to present ourselves in a positive light to our 

audience, highlighting our conscious attempts to curate our identity to others. A reason 

we engage in self-presentation and stance-taking through Instagram in the gallery is to 

help others to better understand who we are, what we care about, and what we are 

interested in (Serafinelli, 2017). Visitors amplif ied what they perceived were positive 
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aspects of their personality in an effort to be likeable or popular within a targeted 

community; one of the four main motives for Instagram use has been found to be 

popularity (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016). In order for self-presentation and stance-taking to 

be successful, it is important that these practices are perceived as authentic. Inauthentic 

practices may have a negative effect on the audience’s perception of the user’s identity 

(De Vierman et al., 2017). 

 Visitors reported authenticity as part of their Instagram practices; authenticity is 

not an objective universally agreed virtue, we contextually understand what is authentic 

or inauthentic as individuals placed in a community (Marwick & boyd, 2010). Authenticity 

was displayed by participants in different ways. Examples of this was observed through 

participants sharing personal information, posting knowledge of Richter’s artworks, 

expressing affinity with parts of the exhibition, and showing commitment to their identity 

by attending the exhibition. These actions reinforced a sense of authenticity or 

truthfulness in the user’s identity, both on and off Instagram (Autenrieth, 2011). Research 

has suggested that a choreographed image is perceived less authentic in the context of 

identity (Barasch et al., 2017). However, my study showed evidence that did not align 

with this; some images were highly stylised yet no less authentic to the users’ identity.  

 4.2.2.1   Placing Self at the Centre of an Image. Several participants’ posts 

chose to place themselves at the centre of the image. Selfies are a popular and 

recognised way to place self at the centre of an image. Selfie-taking is an increasing 

phenomenon linked with the rise in camera enabled smart devices and the popularity of 

applications such as Snapchat, WeChat, and Instagram. Previous research has 

connected selfie-taking and cultural institutions (Burness, 2016; Hunter, 2018; Kozinets 

et al., 2017), even though some institutions have banned the practice (Weilenmann & 

Hillman, 2019). This study found limited selfies on Instagram in the first participant group 

and no selfies in the second group supporting Budge’s (2017) research which also found 

limited evidence of selfies taken at the art gallery. 

Selfies are not the only form of placing self at the centre of an image, one of the 

codes developed within this study was titled viewing the viewer. Viewing the viewer 



131 
 

images were also observed in other gallery research (Kozinets et al., 2017). Images 

captured by this code were reticulated to represent the back of a person’s head viewing 

the artwork, unlike a selfie that places the front of a person’s face in the centre of the 

image. Another difference between viewing the viewer and a selfie, is that a sel fie is 

typically taken by the photographer holding the camera in front of themselves; the 

viewing the viewer images are most likely taken by another person. Viewing the viewer 

images, like selfies, are situated and co-produced with other activities, in this case 

visiting the exhibition (Weilenmann & Hillman, 2019). They are “stylised, scripted and 

staged” presentations of the user (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011, p. 9) as described by one 

visitor participant: 

 

So I purely got this photo taken, purposely generated for my feed.  

I really like the artwork. It also matched my dress. (P16) (Figure 12) 

 

When images are shared to Instagram, they act as conversation starters (Katz & 

Crocker, 2015; Villi, 2012) between the poster, viewer, and people who are co -present 

with the viewer; developing social cohesion between all involved (Weilenmann & Hillman, 

2019). We observe this in Figure 12 (p. 132) in the comments made about the image. 

This image highlighted how visitors knowingly placed self in the centre of the image for 

Instagram in different ways.  
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Figure 12 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Yu, G., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcMe2A6FKEC/). Copyright 

2017 by Grace Yu. Reproduced with permission.  

 

Viewing the viewer images, unlike selfies, were also unscripted, as described by 

this visitor participant: 

 

My boyfriend took this photograph of me and I think it is an amazing shot, I 

did not intentionally pose for this photograph. (P13) (Figure 13) 

 

Viewing the viewer images relate to visitors’ self -presentation tactics, it signalled to the 

audience - here I am appreciating art. They can also be described as posing. Images 

that contain people posing have been found to be more likely shared amongst friends 

(Konjin et al., 2016) again drawing attention to the notion of scripted images in Instagram 

practices.  

 



133 
 

Figure 13 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by IIMWII., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcapV86h6cL/). Copyright 

2017 by IIMWII. Reproduced with permission.  

 

 4.2.2.2    The Pejorative Tone. Some participants were observed being cynical 

about their own Instagram practice, Thurlow and Jaworski (2011) term this the “pejorative 

tone” (p. 13). The pejorative tone means expressing disapproval or contempt for one’s 

actions. In an Instagram context, the disapproval or contempt is towards one’s perception 

as performing an action lacking originality; merely repeating something that thousands 

of others have already done on Instagram. Researchers have previously found a 

pejorative tone in selfie taking behaviour with certain individuals passing off their practice 

as self-ironic or half-committed (Diefenbach & Christoforakos, 2017).  

The pejorative tone on Instagram at the galley could be associated with what 

many see as a practice that is culturally inappropriate in that space (Weilenman & 

Hillman, 2019), or narcissistic in the context of selfies (Dumas et al., 2017). Another 

explanation is that the user perceives their action as ironic. Although they are aware of 
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the banal repetitiveness of the practice, they continue anyway; their self -awareness 

causes them to poke fun at themselves (Kohn, 2017; Murphy, 2018). The pejorative tone 

was observed in one of the study’s participant responses: 

 

My biggest change with cellphones and social media and art, was about 

5 years ago when I was seeing a huge crowded Picasso exhibit with 

friends. Everyone has their phones out, to an extent I had never really 

experienced. I was a Studio Art major, went to show to see the artworks 

and learn, not just snap pics and check cultural boxes. My friend went to 

take a photo of a giant Picasso and I purposefully photobombed it. It was 

ridiculous and the 3 of us could not stop laughing. I still can't get people 

taking selfies with art. In that trip, I did take good selfie with public art, but 

doing it in the museum just feels strange. Though I see a lot of people 

doing it. (P17) 

 

It is a contradiction for many of the Instagram users who use a pejorative tone, even 

though they are cynical towards themselves for using it, they still do, possibly driven by 

a fear of missing out (Przybylski et al., 2013). We have discussed how the Instagram 

practices of art gallery visitors includes self -presentation, representing oneself 

authentically, placing self at the centre of images, and use of the pejorative tone.  

4.2.3 Evolving and Extending the Aesthetic Experience Through Instagram.  

Visitors used Instagram to evolve and extend their aesthetic experience. An 

aesthetic experience evolves through “increased revelation and awareness” (Burnham, 

1994, p. 523) leading to a deeper more distinctive encounter, helping the individual to 

know more (Consoli, 2015b) about the experience they are having. An individual 

determines how they have an aesthetic experience. It is a “highly personal and subjective 

affair” (Rowe, 1999, p. 52) that is largely based on what a person likes, is interested in, 

and has preference for (Rowe, 1999).  
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Extending an aesthetic experience means stretching it over time and space so 

that it lasts longer, starting earlier and/or finishing later (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). 

The functionality within Instagram acted like building blocks within the aesthetic 

experience, adding layers of interaction through photography, image editing, tagging, 

writing, and sociality. Viewing an aesthetic experience as capable of being built, added 

to, and evolved, connects with a constructivist understanding of the experience 

(Burnham, 1994). Constructivism argues that as we experience and interact with the 

gallery environment our aesthetic experience evolves, each new experience building on 

and being informed by previous experiences (Samanian et al., 2016). Constructivist 

elements are present in Falk and Dierking’s (1992) research into the four contexts of the 

visitor experience (personal, social, physical, and time), and Pekarik et al.’s (1999) 

research into the four visitor experience dimensions (object, cognitive, introspective, and 

social). These research studies highlighted that an aesthetic experience may be evolved 

through various external factors and associations working with the individual.  

As esteemed arts educator Rika Burnham (1994) stated the “evolving visual 

experience is of paramount importance” (p. 523), arguing that it should be the outcome 

of an aesthetic experience. This is important for individuals and galleries to  understand 

as it encourages them to consider ways and means of aligning with this objective, with 

tools such as Instagram. The following subsections will discuss this category and how 

Instagram evolved visitors’ aesthetic experience by working alongside their personal 

associations (4.2.3.1), interpretations (4.2.3.2) and reflections (4.2.3.3), and further how 

it extended their aesthetic experience by starting it earlier and finishing later (4.2.3.4). 

4.2.3.1    Personal Associations and the Evolving Aesthetic Experience. 

When an individual engages with an artwork using a personal association it links the 

association with their aesthetic experience (Hubard, 2015). Personal associations may 

arise through the viewer’s future plans, past experiences, and memories (Consoli, 

2015a). Gron’s (1999) research provides an example of this where the viewer’s 

emotional response to the Mona Lisa painting was affected by their personal association 

between the painting and their cousin whom the viewer felt looked like the subject of the 
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painting. Connecting a personal association with an artwork is something that gallery 

educators strive towards as it creates meaning for the viewer (Burnham, 1994; Hubard, 

2015). One participant posted an image of Seascape (Richter, 1975) to their Instagram 

account with the caption “This Gerhard Richter painting, Seascape, 1975, is making me 

homesick” (Agerbeck, 2017; Figure 14). When asked why the respondent posted this 

they explained:   

 

Because it reminds me of my view from my home in Chicago. I had 

been away nearly a month. (P17) 

 

This visitor participant used Instagram to highlight their personal association with the 

artwork and record an emotional response. Emotional responses to art are part of an 

aesthetic experience (Hagman, 2005; Hubard, 2015). Making personal associations was 

one reported way that participants used Instagram, another was to record an 

interpretation of what they were seeing or experiencing. 

 4.2.3.2    Interpretations and the Evolving Aesthetic Experience. Visitors in 

my study posted interpretations of the artworks, spaces, and experiences. Interpretation 

is a fundamental entry point to an aesthetic experience (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011) and 

an important branch of knowledge for galleries (Sabol, 2013). It is important because art 

is interpreted subjectively by each individual (Winget, 2009) and our ability to deepen our 

understanding of art interpretation leads to an improved knowledge of how galleries can 

help individuals engage with art. 

A visitor participant Stewart (P10), posted an interpretation in response to the 

Reader (Richter, 1994) stating: 

 

There’s something captivating about Gerhard Richter’s oil paintings 

#qagoma #GerhardRichter (Figure 15). 
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Figure 14 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Agerbeck, B., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcdulR7gngh/). 

Copyright 2017 by Brandy Agerbeck. Reproduced with permission.  

 

When asked why he posted this image and comment Stewart (P10) explained:  

 

Unlike most of his other portraits at GOMA, this one wasn't blurred. The 

painting looks like a photograph from a distance. I also liked the way the 

light hits the back of her neck. 

 

Stewart’s response contained a series of observations he had made about the artwork, 

a chain of thoughts that together formed part of his interpretation. An interpretation is a 

personal experience, and most visitors will engage with art without any professional 

guidance although they may rely on any available information offered by the gallery; 

labels, information guides, and webpages.  
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Figure 15 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Stewart, D., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/Bb5v1zMB68i/). Copyright 

2017 by Stewart Dulcie. Reproduced with permission.  

 

A goal for gallery educators is to help visitors achieve a deeper understanding of 

the artworks, through extending the dialogue between visitor and artwork; by doing so 

they empower the visitor to feel closer to knowing the artwork (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 

2011). Instagram was shown to be useful in assisting this goal for participants, it acted 

as a tool to extend the dialogue with the artworks, through capturing, recording, 

reflecting, and sharing their interpretation for others and themselves. Being able to 

observe interpretation of artworks posted through Instagram is an invaluable asset for 

visitors, galleries, artists, and arts educators. Such dialogue is generally not in the public 

domain.  

 4.2.3.3    Reflection and Evolving the Aesthetic Experience. Participants 

evolved their aesthetic experience by engaging in reflective activities such as 

photography and writing on Instagram. Digital photography has been connected to 
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reflection in a learning context with students who had taken photographs sharing their 

experiences with others, exploring language, and developing integrated inquiry skills 

(Lemon, 2010). Photography has a history of being used as a method of reflection,  and 

photographs taken at an exhibition act to prompt memories of the visit (Arias, 2018; 

Pyyry, 2013). Reflective writing is also connected to the aesthetic experience and writing 

in reflection of art engages higher order cognition (Consoli, 2014). Visitors to the Richter 

exhibition used the text function of Instagram to write reflections on their experience 

within posts, for example Merinda (P7), a visitor participant wrote: 

 

Spent the day at @qagoma for the @gerhard.richter exhibition. A rich 

exploration of the photographic image and paint, realism and abstraction, 

grey scales and exploding colour, human suffering and nature’s 

pleasures. These images don’t do it justice. #reflections #thelifeofimages. 

(Figure 16) 

 

When questioned about the text posted with the images Merinda (P7) succinctly 

explained her comment: 

 

  I wrote a reflection of my experience. 

 

By using Instagram to assist in reflection, visitors made their aesthetic experience deeper 

and more distinctive, something that gallery educators strive towards (Pringle, 2009; 

Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011). 

 4.2.3.4    Extending the Aesthetic Experience Through Instagram. The 

aesthetic experience of visitors was extended using Instagram, meaning the experience 

was taken from the physical site of the exhibition and extended in time and space, 

starting earlier and finishing later. Visitors started their aesthetic experience earlier by 

checking out the exhibition on Instagram before visiting. A visitor participant highlighted 
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this stating that sharing the images of others helped them determine whether they 

wanted to visit: 

 

It always informs me about the latest exhibitions and whether I should go 

check them out or not. (P8) 

 

Figure 16 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Davies, M., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcO8ngABPki/). Copyright 

2017 by Merinda Davies. Reproduced with permission.  

 

Another visitor participant explained how they used the hashtags to check out 

images of the exhibition. If you are not following anyone who had posted images of the 

exhibition, the main way to find images to view is through searching the Gallery/exhibition 

hashtag or Gallery geotag: 
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...it did allow me to check out the exhibition before hand eaily (sic) 

[easily] but (sic) [by] looking through the hashtags. (P9) 

 

Viewing the images of others on Instagram allowed the visitor to start 

conceptualising their visit and build anticipation of their own aesthetic experience. The 

images of the exhibition that were shared on Instagram also acted to promote the 

exhibition in a marketing context, which also connects to the category Promotion, 

awareness, and influence (4.2.6) presented later in the chapter. 

Hjorth and Pink’s (2014) concept of “creative incubation” (p. 53) helps to explain 

how the aesthetic experience was extended through Instagram. Creative incubation 

occurs in a post-production phase (Vivienne & Burgess, 2013), the photograph has 

already been taken (produced) but it is not posted straight away. The visitor took time to 

think about their visit and consider which image/s will be uploaded as a post, and if any 

text, hashtags, geotags, or tagged other users will be included. Creative incubation is 

considered to take place in spaces and places that act as incubators, where individuals 

creatively prepare their posts and in doing so reflect back into their aesthetic experience; 

extending it (Hjorth & Pink, 2014). Several visitor participants referenced what could be 

interpreted as the creative incubation phase: 

 

  I didn’t post the photos straight away so that gave me time to that  

(sic) about what to post. (P15) 

 

  I usually take pics of the works I like best and then I post later on.  

(P3) 

 

Photography also extended the aesthetic experience of visitors when 

photographs that were posted to Instagram were reviewed at a later stage. A visitor can 

scroll back through their Instagram profile, similar to how they would have done with hard 

copy photographs in an album, either reviewing them by themselves or sharing them 
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with others. The photograph triggers memory and continued dialogue extends the 

experience (Lemon, 2014; Pyrry, 2013), which was confirmed by one of the visitor 

participants: 

 

I am also able to go back through the photos I’ve posted to show others 

how great it was. (P9) 

 

In summary, the aesthetic experience was found to be evolved and extended 

through Instagram - before, during, and after the visit. A similar finding was made in 

Selvadurai and Rosenstand’s (2017) research, a pre, during, and post order of Instagram 

was identif ied at an oceanarium; albeit they had examined transmedia experiences. A 

transmedia experience generally means an experience that involves a narrative 

connected through multiple forms of media (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). Evolution 

and extension happened in four main ways: sharing, personal associations, 

interpretations, and reflection. 

4.2.4 A Descriptive and Informative Visual Journal.  

Visitors used Instagram as a personal journal to document their visit in a way that 

re-curated part of the experience. This finding aligns with the earliest research into 

Instagram use within cultural institutions (Weilenmann et al., 2013). Sheldon and Bryant 

(2016) in their research found that documenting experiences was one of four main 

motives for individual Instagram use. In this study, a reason visitors used Instagram as 

a visual journal was enjoyment as explained by one visitor participant: 

 

I guess it’s partly like a visual diary record for me/ my own enjoyment. 

(P3) 

 

Using Instagram as a journal stores content that later may trigger memories of 

experiences. It transforms an experience into something capable of being possessed, 

viewed, and touched (Arias, 2018). Photographs act in a similar way, “to photograph is 
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to appropriate the thing photographed” (Sontag, 1977, p. 4). One key difference between 

public Instagram accounts and journals is that a journal is typically kept private as it often 

contains intimate thoughts not meant for the public domain. Instagram is similar to a 

journal as it chronologically records posts, and also offers enhanced forms of narration 

through video, photography, digital stickers, and text (Lobinger, 2016).  

Photography is part of the reason that Instagram helps with memory. Stylianou-

Lambert (2017) referred to photographs as a “container of memories” (p. 127) in her 

research that found Memory to be the top motivating factor for visitor photography in the 

gallery. Research has also suggested that one of the four main reasons that people keep 

journals is for the purpose of review and reflection (Cooper & Stevens, 2006). Visitor 

participants to the Richter exhibition reported using Instagram for this purpose:  

 

  ...these pictures are also mementos. (P6) 

 

Visitors posted specific information about the artworks, including images of wall 

didactics containing paragraphs of text about the artist (Figure 14, p. 137), Instagram 

acted to capture this detail both in image and text, which like a journal entry, could be 

later reviewed and reflected upon. Review and reflection in this context is not limited to 

the specific image, information, or experience shared. It is also used to facilitate a meta-

view reflection of the visitor’s life over time as a whole (Cooper & Stevens, 2006). We 

see how Instagram shares this characteristic with a journal in that an individual can 

search through previous information they have recorded reflecting back on months and 

years of recorded memories. 

 Another example of an account that was included in this category was a visitor 

participant who recorded descriptive text in their three posts about the Richter artworks. 

One of their photographs was of Tulips (Richter, 1995), it included the Gallery category 

number, a seemingly meaningless detail: “Gerhard Richter ‘Tulips (825-2)’ 

1995  #gerhardrichter #tulips #contemporaryart #qagoma #thelifeofimages #oiloncanvas 

#GOMA #RichterGOMA” (P3), but to the visitor it is extra information that may be used 
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to research the artwork later. In Stylianou-Lambert’s (2017) research at a gallery, 

Research and Education was identif ied as a major motivation for visitor photography, 

this category represented people who took photographs of labels and didactics similar 

to this study. Stylianou-Lambert (2017) called this type of photograph a “reference or 

note-taking device that might aid further research and learning” (p. 128).   

There were participants in my study who identif ied as art students, artists, and 

curators, so using Instagram as a journal may have suited their particular research needs 

or intellectual interests. These posts also reflect re-curation of the exhibition on 

Instagram as they included additional curatorial information about the artworks and 

features of the works that may not be apparent in only the image (Weilenmann et al., 

2013).  

A final way that Instagram represented a journal is the order it places around 

people’s images and experiences, it chronologues our life through a typology of time. As 

an individual looks back through Instagram the more recent posts are seen first, the older 

images often have an older camera aesthetic due to the technology of that time, much 

the same as our photographs in a traditional photograph album look; as camera 

technology improved so too did the aesthetic (Henkell, 2013). 

In summary, visitors’ practices included the use of Instagram as a descriptive and 

informative visual journal, re-curating the experience, posting for themselves, 

cataloguing, and detailing specific information - both as images and text. It also included 

using posts as mementos to later review and reflect upon.  

4.2.5 Contemporary Ways of Engaging With Art Through Instagram.  

Instagram was used by visitors as a new way to see, engage with, and experience 

art (Despard, 2015). Depending on the social and situational objectives of the visitor, 

Instagram shaped various modes of engagement challenging normative and orthodox 

techniques of appreciating art (Lobinger, 2016). A common theme across participants is 

that they had used Instagram to heighten their enjoyment and sense of meaning in their 

experience (Barasch et al., 2017). This was described by one visitor participant in this 

study: 
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...I enjoy posting photos from exhibitions I attend. (P14) 

 

Budge (2018b) referred to this engagement as an exploratory practice that suspends 

reality, using Instagram to “playfully shape, construct and reconstruct”  (p. 135) 

experience. This subsection will discuss the findings that formed this category, 

hermeneutics (4.2.5.1), creative expression through Instagram (4.2.5.2), and the 

perceived change in the expectations of visitors (4.2.5.3).  

 4.2.5.1    Instagram and Hermeneutics. All visitor participants’ practices on 

Instagram observed in this study involved photograph taking. The popularity of visitor 

photography in the gallery pre-dates Instagram, smart devices, and social media. 

However, in line with the growth and ubiquity of  smart connected devices it has become 

a major part of the visitor experience (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). This study found 

similarities between traditional tourist photography practices and Instagram in the 

gallery; most notably an Instagram hermeneutic was observed. Users had seen other 

users’ practices and were influenced by what was perceived as acceptable on the 

platform.  

Research into tourist photography examined the phenomenon of Pisa Pushers, 

an activity where people photographed shared illusions of a subject holding up the Tower 

of Pisa in Italy; caused in part by what they had seen in tourism publications and the 

tourist practices of others. The photographer’s (and/or the subject of the photograph) 

practices were linked to a hermeneutic circle, an overdetermined cultural choreograph 

(Larsen, 2005; Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011; Urry, 1990). The hermeneutic circle implies a 

lack of creativity as individuals are essentially repeating something they have seen 

others do. However, in gallery practice the hermeneutic circle also frames these 

practices as moments of consensus and sees it as an entry point of provisional meaning 

that can then lead to new understandings, tested against established readings (Burnham 

& Kai-Kee, 2011). Two examples by different participants at the Richter exhibition 



146 
 

highlighted this, one posting an image of the exhibition entry tickets (Figure 18) and 

noting: 

 

  it’s also one of the classic instagram “ticket posts”. (P9)  

 

The other an image of the entry stamp imprinted on a wrist (Figure 17) saying: 

 

  …the stamp photo was taken with a view to being specifically  

an Instagram shot. (P15) 

 

These images represented experiences seen on Instagram and their practice 

was informed by what was perceived to be an appropriate fit for the platform. Within the 

Instagram community, and sub-communities, there is distinction between a regular user 

and someone that could be described as a super user, Instagram Influencer, Instagram 

micro-influencer, or key opinion leader (Casaló et al., 2018). The phenomenon of 

Instagram Influencers is the best way to discuss this as it is well covered in the literature; 

this concept is summarised here and explored in more detail in a later category, 

Promotion, awareness, and influence (4.2.6). 

Instagram Influencers are bestowed (or in some cases self -bestowed) this title in 

two main ways, firstly Instagram provides them with a blue digital badge containing a 

white tick appearing next to their username indicating that “Instagram has confirmed that 

an account is the authentic presence of the public figure, celebrity or global brand it 

represents” (Instagram, 2019a, p. 1). Secondly, people may still be considered as an 

influencer without a badge determined on cues such as a high number of followers 

(Casaló et al., 2018). 
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Figure 17 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Andrews, L., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BcDi -Trh178/). Copyright 

2017 by Leonie Andrews. Reproduced with permission. 

 

It is not only influencers who shape Instagram hermeneutics. Homophily on the 

platform causes users to seek out others whom they may not know outside of Instagram 

but whom they are interested in, as they share like-minded characteristics (Papacharissi, 

2016). For example, people who post gallery visits to Instagram may seek out other users 

who visit galleries and observe their practice which informs their own. Hermeneutics, 

influencers, and homophily are all structures that cause the spread of new and 

contemporary ways to engage with art through Instagram. A similar industry where this 

is also observed is the travel industry. People have been observed visiting a new location 

to repeat an experience popularised through Instagram (Sigala, 2018).  
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Figure 18 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Drysdale, Z., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/zoed.art/). Copyright 2017 

by Zoe Drysdale. Reproduced with permission. 

 

 4.2.5.2    Creative Expression Through Instagram. Images captured by a 

smart device can be edited within the Instagram application (adjusting brightness, 

contrast, cropping and so on) or using a third-party image editing application. This study 

observed participants who creatively edited their images as part of their experience, with 

one participant Megan (P11) explaining why she posted two images of different artworks 

overlaid together using a third-party application to create a double exposure: 

 

…(I) decided it might be fun to combine the two for a (sic) IG (Instagram) 

post. (Figure 19) 

 

The above example highlights how playfulness can be a driver for creative 

expression on Instagram. Similar practices were considered by Hjorth and Pink (2014) 
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looking at individuals sharing playful pictures taken with camera phones as a new way 

of mapping place beyond the geographical aspects. Sharing selfies on Instagram has 

also been described as playfulness (Katz & Crocker, 2015; Weilenmann & Hillman, 

2019). 

 

Figure 19 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by McNicholl . M., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BceAU_ej5iZ/). 

Copyright 2017 by Megan McNicholl. Reproduced with permission.  

 

Visitor participant Carl (P6) also explained his creative practice in two of his posts that 

had been made to include a person walking in front of two different artworks creating a 

blurred effect, mimicking Gerhard Richter’s signature blurred style: 

 
 

The 2 ’walking man’ images were selected for their composition in 

relation to the paintings - blurred man set against the blurred painting 

style. There is a slight play on Richter’s own methods in that these are  

photographs of paintings of photographs. (Figure 20) 
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Figure 20 

 

Instagram Post 

 
Note. From “Instagram post” by Reis, C., 2017 (https://www.instagram.com/p/BaWSEz0leKe/). Copyright 

2017 by Carl Reis. Reproduced with permission. 

 

Carl’s post can be explained as a choreographed image. There was further 

evidence of body choreography in other participants’ posts as well. Choreographed 

images have been observed in tourist photography research with the physical 

involvement of the body often prominent (Konijn et al., 2016; Larsen, 2005). Carl’s post 

also reinterpreted Gerhard Richter’s artistic blurred style. He used posing within the 

image for further creative effect; “posing occurs when a visitor attempts to mimic or re-

create a figure from a piece of art with their body” (Steier, 2014, p. 151). 

Posing is an act of creativity and is connected to the interpretation of art as there 

are social and psychological aspects embedded within the act (Steier, 2014). There is 

also a relationship between posing and gaze. Participants posted images of themselves 

choreographed to make it appear that they were intently looking at the artworks, 

signalling to their audience an artistic or interpretive gaze (Figure 12, p. 131).  
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 Gaze is an influential keyword used in the literature with scholars arguing the 

existence of a tourist gaze (Urry, 1990), feminized gaze (Wearing & Wearing, 1996), 

questioning gaze (Bruner, 2001), family and military gaze (Larsen, 2005). The tourist 

gaze posited by esteemed sociologist John Urry (1990) considered that gaze is a way of 

seeing, influenced heavily by signs and representations that affect how we consume 

places visually. In the context of this study, using Instagram in the art gallery could be 

affected by a gallery gaze; a way of seeing determined by what signs and 

representations the visitor brings with them. Criticisms of the concept of gaze argue that 

it is too reductionist, falsely framing experiences as banal repetitions (Thurlow & 

Jaworski, 2011). This study highlighted that the influence of gaze on choreographed 

images enables as much as it restricts (Edensor, 2001), it is dependent on the 

individual’s awareness of their own practices and objectives. 

If a visitor has an objective of repeating an experience they have seen published 

elsewhere and that brings them satisfaction, why should that be determined banal or 

culturally inappropriate? Using Instagram in the gallery gave visitors an opportunity to 

assert authority over their experience (Budge & Burness, 2017), to be creative and 

playful, producing “images that are unique in the eyes of their creators” (Stylianou-

Lambert, 2012, p. 1836). In researching creative acts through mobile smartphones, 

Hjorth (2015) found three key concepts were useful to frame the practice: “intimate 

copresence, emplaced visuality, and ambient play” (p. 14). She considered that creative 

expression through mobile devices offered new “multimodal intimacies, forms of 

expression, and contexts” that invited us to “conceptually reflect upon more than just the 

social dimensions” (p. 14) of mobile media production and consumption. The popularity 

of Instagram use points to a possible shift in visitor expectations, where seeing is no 

longer enough. For an exhibition to captivate an audience it should consider offering 

visitors immersive and experiential elements. 

 4.2.5.3    The Changing Expectations of Visitors. Some have argued that 

galleries face increased pressure to capture demand for immersive experience styled 

engagement (Rea, 2019). Whether this is true or not, the rise in Instagram use is 
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challenging orthodox methods of art appreciation. One visitor participant explained this 

aptly: 

 

  Part of the experience is now we’re looking for ways on ‘interacting’  

with the artwork (or reinterpret it) as well as the normative use of the 

gallery as a vessel for passive reception. (P6) 

 

This participant went on to point out that Instagram was not necessarily the centre of the 

shift in expectations, but was a tool that channelled an existing desire within the individual 

to be creative in the gallery space: 

 

  Instagram is merely the platform that drives the idea of creating  

something from the visit to a gallery. (P6) 

 

Galleries have used different tools and methods to engage visitors’ desire to be 

creative. Examples include sketching pads to draw a large tree installation (Guo-Qiang, 

2013), allowing visitors to draw on the gallery walls (‘Uhila, 2014), and use of augmented 

reality (Neuburger & Egger, 2017). Another participant pointed out how Instagram was 

used alongside their visit, carried throughout the gallery looking to capture something 

magical that defined their experience: 

 

  I like to use IG [Instagram] to try and capture a magical moment by  

composing an image that I think expresses the essence of the experience 

I am sharing. (P11) 

 

Mentioned earlier in this subsection was the example of a participant who posted 

an image of the entry stamp on their wrist. At first observation it looked like the image 

was taken in an ephemeral moment, but the participant explained that the context behind 
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the image was far more complex representing a connection between their location, the 

exhibition themes, the artist’s practice, and the use of photography:  

 

  I felt that it both clearly identif ied where I was and the exhibition I  

was visiting, also it related to several themes of the exhibition. Directly 

reflecting Richter's use of photography in his art, as well as the subject of 

the body. (P15) 

 

 In summary, this category represented several observations that when analysed 

showed that Instagram is a contemporary way for people to engage with art. Instagram 

is a technology similar to other creative engagement tools used by galleries to offer 

visitors active experiences connected to an exhibition. This study provided a snapshot 

of the creative ways Instagram may be used alongside engagement with art. Galleries 

should be enthusiastic to learn more about Instagram’s functionality and its potential for 

improving visitor engagement. 

4.2.6 Promotion, Awareness, and Influence.  

Instagram was used by visitors to promote, raise awareness, and influence others 

to attend the exhibition. The words promotion, awareness, and influence share 

similarities but important differences in the context of Instagram. Promotion means 

sharing content to generate audience interest in the exhibition; awareness means 

making others aware of art, the gallery, the artist, artworks, and exhibition; and influence 

means explicitly or implicitly attempting to shape the behaviour of others. This category 

shares a closeness to the categories Sharing and the imagined audience (4.2.1) and 

Affinity with the artworks, artist, and gallery (4.2.7), as promotion (4.2.6.1), awareness 

(4.2.6.2), and influence (4.2.6.3) also interrelate strongly with sharing and affinity 

practices.  

 4.2.6.1    Instagram as a Promotional Tool. Participants reported posting to 

Instagram as a way of promoting the exhibition to their audience. Peer-to-peer promotion 

through Instagram is highly sought after by industries such as tourism (Agustí, 2018) as 
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it was found to influence consumer behaviour. Recent research in the UK found 55% of 

people booked travel based on images they had seen on Instagram (Wright, 2019). 

Research in the health industry has also shown that promotional activity on Instagram 

led to positive emotion inducing reactions in viewers leading to engagement with the 

promoted health activity (Klassen et al., 2018).  

The effectiveness of promotional activity depends on how it is received by an 

audience and the authenticity of the user’s actions (Casaló  et al., 2018). For example, 

sponsored or paid-promotion observed with professional sports athletes is less authentic 

than the type of promotion observed in this study (Reichart Smith & Sanderson, 2015). 

The use of promotion on Instagram has also resulted in negative public consequences 

such as in the case of electronic cigarette use (Laestadius et al., 2016), anti-vaccination 

content (Fratatoni, 2019), and unhealthy body images (Chae, 2018). Visitor participants 

to the Richter exhibition explained why they used Instagram to promote the exhibition: 

 

I want my friends to see the images and want to visit. (P16) 

 

This type of promotion is highly valuable for galleries. It is authentic, positive and makes 

more people aware of something they may not have been previously and will likely lead 

to higher attendance numbers. It is also valuable for the individual’s posting as it is an 

altruistic, pro-social act that is self -satisfying (Bucher et al., 2016). 

 4.2.6.2    Instagram as a Way to Raise Awareness. Participants reported using 

Instagram to raise awareness of art, the artworks, artist, exhibition, and Gallery. 

Awareness is differentiated from promotion and influence in that it is about raising 

awareness or interest without necessarily promoting attendance at the exhibition. 

Research into online health information amongst US college students found that 

Instagram can be used as a social awareness platform, as users “are most likely to 

engage with images that depict real people encountering health-related issues and 

challenges that require informed decision making” (Paige et al., 2017, p. 267). In the 

context of this study, visitors used Instagram to raise awareness of the exhibition by 
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sharing images to/with those who may be seeking to engage with images of art-related 

experiences or exhibition-related content. One participant explained that they shared to 

raise awareness of Gerhard Richter; that whoever viewed the image might be inspired 

to seek out further information about the artist and his work (Paige et al., 2017):  

 

  ...it did provide me a platform for me to share the experience and  

raise awareness of Gerhard Richter’s work. (P5) 

 

Awareness practices act like information prompts which the user passes to the 

viewer through their post which may or may not be received and/or acted upon. There is 

an unexpressed intention that any viewers receptive to the prompts within the post, will 

become aware of them and may use them to do something else such as seek out more 

information. Like promotional practices, awareness raising is an altruistic and social 

practice designed to be self-satisfying for the user that posts the information. Awareness 

has a broader scope, as seen in one visitor participant’s explanation, where they were 

posting to raise awareness more generally about art as opposed to the specific 

exhibition: 

 

  ... I think it’s socially responsible to introduce/ expose/ educate  

people about art. (P4) 

 

Awareness raising in a positive context is closely connected to the sharing value system 

on Instagram (for example, I raise awareness because I believe in something and I want 

others to believe in it too as I think it will help them). It is driven by personal achievement 

and gives rise to feelings of community belonging (Olszanowski, 2015). 

 4.2.6.3    Instagram as a Tool of Influence. Visitor participants used Instagram 

as a way of influencing the behaviour of others, where influence online means the ability 

to persuade others (Weeks et al., 2017). Aspects of influence on Instagram have been 

commercialised, highlighted by individual users who derive income by marketing 
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products and services through the platform (De Veirman et al., 2017). One example is 

the fashion industry where popular users have posted a fashion item to their account in 

a paid-partnership resulting in increased sales for the designer (Conlon, 2018).  

Content that is posted organically (not paid to post) has been found to be more 

influential than obvious or inauthentic forms of influence; it is considered more 

trustworthy and persuasive (Martensen et al., 2018). The reason this happens is that 

typically they are accounts that have amassed a larger than average number of followers, 

giving them engaged micro-communities or audiences of influence through which they 

can shape consumer behaviour. That is not to say that large audiences are a prerequisite 

to influence, it can also be achieved amongst smaller audience groups. 

A popularised example is Instagram Influencers, their promotion and awareness 

raising is valued by institutions that seek to capture the attention of the influencer’s 

audience. Influencers are not small actors in the Instagram community, their practices 

and underlying ability to influence on the platform “is not merely a hobby or a 

supplementary income but an established career with its own ecology and economy” 

(Abidin, 2017, p. 1). Understanding how to engage with influencers is seen as important 

in many industries such as fashion (Casaló et al., 2018) and health (McCosker, 2018). 

In health, there are also examples where influence has been used for negative reasons, 

spreading misinformation (Fratantoni, 2019). A key aspect of influence on Instagram is 

the perceived originality, authenticity, and uniqueness of content that is posted (Casaló 

et al., 2018; Jin & Muqaddam, 2018). This somewhat contradicts influencers’ practices 

as what they are sharing appears to be their everyday life on Instagram. Their content is 

curated through a form of micro-celebrityship (Abidin, 2016).  

The reason influencers are effective at shaping audience behaviour may be 

explained by self -presentation practices. The content that influencers post is considered 

to create a sense of envy in their audience (Chae, 2018). Audiences develop a sense of 

trust in the influencer, they like what they post, share perceived personal similarities, and 

develop feelings of closeness with them (para-social attachment). As such, if they 
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recommend something, albeit in a softer promotional way, they may be trusted in the 

same way a friend is trusted through offline interactions (Martensen et al., 2018).  

Visitor participants used Instagram to influence their audiences to attend the 

exhibition, be more interested in art generally, and to learn more about Gerhard Richter 

and his artworks. The visitor may never know if their influence inspired anyone to act, 

but there are cues such as likes, comments, and offline conversations that may give 

insight to this. It highlights that often the motivation to engage in non-commercial 

influence practices is a form of structured feeling (Hearn, 2010). The user feels so 

emotionally invested in the subject matter that attempting to influence others puts their 

feelings into something that is structured. 

Galleries and visitors benefit from promoting, raising awareness, and influencing 

practices on Instagram. This type of behaviour helps the gallery to reach new audiences 

and broaden their engagement in the community (Lazaridou et al., 2017). It highlights 

how Instagram is changing traditional models of communication historically used by 

galleries, creating new opportunities to consider how visitors also want to act as 

advocates/ ambassadors for the gallery and its content (Russo et al., 2006).  

4.2.7 Affinity With the Artworks, Artist and Gallery.  

This category represents a synthesis of the codes found in the data that showed 

visitors had used Instagram to express affinity with the GOMA (4.2.7.1), the artworks 

(4.2.7.2), and Gerhard Richter (4.2.7.3). Affinity in the context of this study means having 

a positive attitude towards, creating an emotional bond with, and developing an 

attachment to the artworks, artist, and/or gallery (Ji & Fu, 2013; Papacharissi & 

Mendelson, 2007). Budge (2018b) also found that visitors shared emotion through 

Instagram in her research at the Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum. This 

category is also closely linked to the category Authenticity and presentation of self (4.2.2) 

as expressions of affinity act to reinforce the presented identity of the user (Salo et al., 

2013).  

4.2.7.1    Affinity With the Gallery. Affinity is encouraged by galleries as it 

creates stronger loyalty bonds between the visitors, gallery, and its exhibitions (Salo  et 
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al., 2013). Affinity also helps the gallery to achieve its engagement objectives with the 

community and broaden its appeal to new audiences (Lazaridou et al., 2017). When 

questioned, participants expressed their affinity for the GOMA as a part of their Instagram 

practices, for example: 

 

  GOMA is one of my favourite places in the world…(P16)  

 

Social displays of affinity also have the benefit of acting as a recommendation to others; 

if someone I know has a positive feeling for the gallery then maybe I will like it too (Deller, 

2011). This highlights a relationship with the category Promotion, awareness, and 

influence (4.2.6). What begins as an expression of affinity may be read by others as 

promoting the gallery; an endorsement. The reason individuals expressed affinity in this 

way is due to the “pseudo-intimate” (Herrera, 2017, p. 14) relations that are developed 

through Instagram, with users feeling a relationship bond with the gallery in the same 

way they might with a friend on Instagram. 

4.2.7.2    Affinity With the Artworks. Affinity with art is an important area for 

galleries and the visitor experience. Visitors who have a high affinity for art have a greater 

chance of their expectations being met, experience a higher evaluation of art, and 

express lower negative emotions towards the experience (Tröndle & Tschacher, 2016). 

Visitor participants in this study used Instagram to express their affinity with the artworks 

saying: 

 

  Richter’s candle paintings are among my favourites. (P4)  

 

  I love art and these were three particularly excellent works in the  

Richter show. (P3) 

 

I like the original Richters... (P6) 
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Instagram helped amplify their affinity through sharing it with their audience and 

highlighting a connection to the category Sharing and the imagined audience (4.2.1). It 

is worth noting that the Affinity for artworks code in this study is related to viewing the 

original works. There is significance for the visitor in the experience of seeing the real 

artwork (Tröndle & Tschacher, 2012). This is an important distinction as previous 

research has pointed out in the eyes of the viewer there is power in original artworks, 

suggesting the affinity is deeper than just a connection to the materiality of the artwork 

(Newman et al., 2014).  

4.2.7.3    Affinity With the Artist. The final aspect of this category was affinity 

for the artist. Several participants in the study used Instagram to express affinity for 

Gerhard Richter posting: 

 

  ...I am in absolute awe of Richter’s work… (P13) 

 

  ...I really love this artist’s work. (P9) 

 

  And I like Gerhard Richter and wanted to share a work of his from  

the show… (P17) 

 

This follows previous research that showed individuals and communities use social 

media to express affinity for musical artists (Morris, 2014; Salo et al., 2013). Affinity is 

created in part by a para-social or imaginary social connection (Perse & Rubin, 1989) 

that is perceived to exist between the individual and artist (Herrera, 2017).  

A key difference from this study to the existing research is that Gerhard Richter 

is not understood to be an active user of Instagram. There is an Instagram account 

named @gerhard.richter with over 55,900 followers that appears to represent him. The 

last post was on 24 November 2014 and it is unclear if the account is run by Gerhard or 

anyone associated with him. Even if the account was his it is not active, evidenced by a 

lack of regular use. Gerhard Richter’s popularity on Instagram can be seen through the 
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hashtag #gerhardrichter which shows over 104,890 posts that have used the tag 

indicating relative popularity amongst the Instagram community. This indicates that 

affinity on Instagram with an artist does not require the active involvement of the artist 

on Instagram, although prior research has shown it is beneficial for them to do so from a 

marketing perspective (Morris, 2014). These practices are explained by the individual 

objectives of the user and sense of community fostered on Instagram around the 

common interest in Gerhard Richter. 

As discussed in this subsection, this category is connected to several other code 

categories. Affinity on Instagram represents an entry point for further consideration, 

much the same as sharing does. Another way of framing affinity through Instagram is 

the concept of “co-creative labour” (Morris, 2014, p. 286). What is physically created by 

the artist and gallery at the exhibition is then further co-created between the artist, 

gallery, and visitor on Instagram. Visitors take images of the exhibition and combine them 

with feelings like affinity and produce them as Instagram posts, structuring a post -visit, 

post-exhibition dialogue (Hearn, 2010).  

4.2.8 Images, Photography, and the Aesthetic. 

A major component of visitor Instagram practices stemmed from the use of 

photography; visitor photography has long been (Bourdieu, 1990) and is currently an 

accepted practice and significant part of the gallery experience (Stylianou-Lambert, 

2017). Participants chose to centre their content around what they considered as 

aesthetically appealing images, taken from photographs of the objects, spaces, and 

moments at the exhibition (Budge, 2017). These highlighted links between the images, 

photographic practices, and the artworks/ exhibition aesthetics. These links existed 

because participation on Instagram is built around photography and the exhibition offered 

aesthetics like dynamic colours, high and low lighting, and spatial framing that were 

attractive to Instagram users (Manovich, 2017). Stylianou-Lambert (2017) found a similar 

theme in her research into visitor photography called Art photography where she found 

visitors had paid “attention to such formal photographic elements as space, light, 

composition, color and tone” (p. 132). 
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Visitors who took photographs did so to “exploit the aesthetic appeal of their 

surroundings in order to create photographs that are also aesthetically pleasing” (Arias, 

2018, p. 8). Analysing the images posted by visitors allows us to understand the 

individual’s aesthetic preferences (Rowe, 1999). When seen collectively a judgement 

can be formed around social and cultural aesthetic preference. As esteemed scholar 

Susan Sontag (1977) wrote, “To photograph is to confer importance. There is probably 

no subject that cannot be beautif ied; moreover, there is no way to suppress the tendency 

inherent in all photographs to accord value to their subjects.” (p. 28).   

Visitor participants explained that their posts reflected what they saw as having 

aesthetic qualities, and the content that was posted to Instagram formed part of the 

system of information that recorded the exhibition, constructing a visual hierarchy 

(Sontag, 1977). Although no participants in my study reported negative aspects of 

photography and use of Instagram, research has highlighted that photography may lead 

to a detrimental effect on memory (Henkell, 2013); although the validity of this has been 

challenged (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). My study argues that the photograph and 

Instagram use is part of the experience not extraneous to it (Lemon, 2014), but 

visitors should be aware of this when considering their objectives. 

Visitor participants described being aware of the aesthetic opportunities at an 

exhibition and what they saw as having aesthetic value (Stecker, 2006). This was 

highlighted by the images that were considered inappropriate for Instagram. For 

example, one visitor participant considered that the abstract artworks were not in their 

view Instagrammable as they did not look good in a photograph: 

  

  ...I knew the abstract works wouldn’t work on Instagram. (P17)  

 

Photography as the central function of Instagram influences a large part of its use 

in art galleries (Budge, 2017). One of the most frequent codes found in the data was 

object-oriented. Object-oriented being a term coined by Budge (2017) in her research 

which showed that visitors to a shoe exhibition used Instagram to photograph close-up 
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images of the objects on display highlighting their material qualities. An important 

distinction to note about the object-oriented code is that it covers the material qualities 

of an object, as well as the overall aesthetic that the object portrays. This was highlighted 

by one participant posting about Richter’s work: 

 

  I posted this photo because I think it’s beautiful… (P4)  

 

Another participant highlighted how they used photography to capture a unique 

aesthetic quality they saw within the artwork Reader (Richter, 1994): 

 

  I also liked the way the light hits the back of her neck. (P10) 

 

There was also an overall increased awareness reported at the exhibition where 

visitors looked for Instagram photograph opportunities, being attentive to anything that 

may present as an opportunity for use on Instagram:  

 

  ...it (Instagram) was something else on my mind. (P4) 

 

Aesthetic value was not restricted to objects. The exhibition stamp (Figure 17, p. 

147) that was generally placed on entrants’ wrists and the entry tickets (Figure 18, p. 

148) also featured in two separate participant posts. These posts reflected the users’ 

creativity and the effort they made to create an interesting composition worthy of sharing 

on Instagram (Konjin et al., 2016). This highlighted how visitors with a heightened 

awareness for photograph opportunities saw the various objects and experiences they 

encountered as part of their visit and framed them as worthy of Instagram or not (Wood 

& Latham, 2013). 

The exhibition environment also created an aesthetic atmosphere. One 

participant posted an image taken of them viewing an artwork which they were unaware 

was being taken but created an aesthetic they valued: 
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The gallery setting completely white (walls) and grey (floor) with one 

large grey painting, drawing focus to colours in the centre of the 

photograph; a deep red dress, blue scarf, green bag, brown skin and hair 

so blonde it looks yellow. (P13) 

 

In addition to the atmospheric aesthetic that was posted, a close-up aesthetic was also 

captured. Several participants zoomed in on the artworks, featuring the details within the 

art such as thick textured lines of the oil paintings or fabric pattern within the tapestries. 

The aesthetics on Instagram observed in this study can be described as what Manovich 

(2017) refers to an Instagramism, where the user is concerned with certain visual and 

content strategies. This study highlighted the importance of understanding the 

relationship between images, photography, and aesthetics when observing visitor 

Instagram practices. Visitors looked for things to Instagram, making decisions over what 

was or was not Instagram appropriate in their eyes; choosing between object-oriented, 

atmospheric, and close-up aesthetics. As Manovich (2017) observed, the popularity and 

increased use of Instagram has encouraged the evolution of the aesthetic society where 

design elements become more punctuated, practised, and learned, leading to further 

visual sophistication and Instagram skills affecting our everyday lives. This is highlighted 

by the recent example of pop-up immersive museum experiences which align with this 

concept (Budge, 2018b; Yurieff, 2018). 

4.2.9 Space, Movement, Sight Lines, and Valence.  

This study found a connection between visitor Instagram use and spatial 

practices. Space is an abstract condition and what visitors posted to Instagram can be 

used as evidence to gain an understanding of how individuals perceive, represent, and 

are affected by it. This is the first study to theoretically position Instagram use as a spatial 

practice in the context of the gallery. In this subsection we discuss the ways that visitors 

used Instagram to see the gallery as a space. It does so by discussing how close-up 

images highlighted space/distance relations with artworks, the production of images in 



164 
 

movement through space, and the exhibition design elements that affected visitor spatial 

practices – communicating space (4.2.9.1), distance (4.2.9.2), movement (4.2.9.3), and 

spatial logics (4.2.9.4). 

4.2.9.1    Communicating Space. Visitors used Instagram to communicate 

spatial viewpoints of the gallery, such as geotagging, atmosphere, point of view 

perspectives, and shared spaces. A geotag is a set of longitude and latitude coordinates 

pointing to a specific physical place. It is a spatial ontology that enables people to build 

maps and locative applications to search and find places (Shelton, 2017). Geotags are 

popularly used to append a location to an image and they have both positive and 

negative consequences. Positive aspects include the ability to store and search images 

against a geotag, for example searching the geotag for the Queensland Art Gallery/ 

Gallery of Modern Art reveals a database of images posted by users. By viewing the 

images posted to the geotag users may gain a perception of the space of the Gallery 

(Chung & Lee, 2016). Another positive aspect is their specific locative power as the user 

controls which location they want to reveal to others as explained by this visitor 

participant: 

 

  I felt that it both clearly identif ied where I was and the exhibition I  

was visiting. (P15) 

 
A negative aspect of geotagging has been highlighted in nature tourism, when 

influential Instagram users geotag a precise location where they have taken an appealing 

photograph, it sends a high volume of people to that place to the detriment of that 

ecosystem (Holson, 2018). There are social aspects of geotagging where early research 

found that people saw tagging as a way of marking their arrival in a place to others 

(Casey et al., 2008). Budge (2018b) connected geotagging to place arguing that 

geotagging in the gallery is “place-making through visuals” (p. 132), a literal statement 

to others of being in a place.  
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Geotagging is sociolocative (Erickson, 2010) it is a social way of using a location 

to create a feeling or perception of physical space between two people; it also blurs 

space, and people can append images and information to reinforce existing meaning of 

a place or to structure new meanings (Brantner, 2018). This is exacerbated by the ability 

to geotag images without being present in the place or tagging content that has no 

meaningful connection to that place.  

Atmosphere was communicated through Instagram at the Richter exhibition. Two 

artworks in particular were presented as an atmospheric space, Birkenau (Richter, 2014) 

a series of four oil on canvas paintings and ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962) a collection 

of approximately 400 panels containing images selected by Gerhard Richter. 

Atmosphere is distinct from what is termed immersive spaces, which are recognised 

environments that create a perception of being immersed or surrounded by the artwork 

(Budge, 2018b). Birkenau (Richter, 2014) are works “based on the photographs taken in 

secret by a Jewish prisoner in the Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp in August 

1944. Richter took copies of those photographs, blew them up and painted over them 

again and again” (Dege & Krämer, 2017, para 2). The paintings stood “as a testimony to 

his ongoing attempt to render a moment in history that is otherwise too heinous and 

traumatic to be adequately captured through the use of available visual language” (Glisic, 

2018, p. 298). The curators set this room to be contemplative allowing the visitor to reflect 

on the significance of Richter’s meaning embedded in the works, captured in one 

participant’s post: 

 

I selected the image with the single figure viewing the 4 paintings 

to portray the scale of the artworks and again the subject matter (these 

paintings portray the horror of war ww2/death camps. The solitary figure 

sits in reflection of the subject matter). (P5) 

 

In this post the Instagram user is viewing the viewer, capturing them as a figure 

in a solemn atmosphere reflecting on the artworks and their subject matter (Tzortzi, 



166 
 

2017). The text that appeared next to the image in the post said “Compelling and 

powerful artworks” (P5) indicating the acknowledgment by the user the space of 

solemnity that was present in the room with the Birkenau artworks (Richter, 2014). In this 

case, the participant chose a display of respect to the spatial atmosphere created by the 

artworks which they represented in their Instagram post. Previous research has 

highlighted negative assumptions that form around general visitor photography at sacred 

sites such as the World Trade Centre Memorial (Sather-Wagstaff, 2008). Zalewska 

(2017) wrote about the “rules of engagement with Instagram posts”  (p. 112) when faced 

with sites of moral conscience in her Instagram research at the Auschwitz-Birkenau 

Memorial and Museum in Poland. She highlighted how certain types of Instagram 

representations made by users at this location were culturally problematic. Selfies for 

example which were seen by many as axiomatically out of place in the solemn space 

relative to this tragic location.  

This category highlighted how spaces and atmospheres created in an exhibition 

are read and interpreted by their audience, and if represented on Instagram how a user 

is displaying a reading of the space, which may not always align with socio-historical 

expectations. As argued by Zalewska (2017) it is important that Instagram posts made 

of solemn spaces and atmospheres should “not be seen as moral binaries” (p. 112), 

good or bad, allowed or not-allowed, appropriate or not-appropriate; a closer inspection 

is required to “understand the context and motivation of the author” (p. 112).  

ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962) was the second artwork presented as an 

atmosphere of space, the artwork ran along the spine of the exhibition space; 

“connecting all the individual rooms in spatial, historic and conceptual terms” (Glisic, 

2018, p. 299). The room was dimly lit when compared with the rest of the exhibition 

space thus creating a different atmosphere from the rest of the exhibition space. In Biehl-

Missal and vom Lehn’s (2015) research at the Jewish Museum in Berlin, they found a 

synaesthetic atmosphere was created by chilly air, concrete walls, and reduced lighting. 

Two visitor participants at the Richter exhibition (P8, P12) captured the space of the room 

as their Instagram post, as opposed to capturing any individual artworks within the room. 
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These Instagram posts were categorised as the visitor being in a space, not looking at 

an art object (Tzotzi, 2017). The importance of this is it acknowledges an additional type 

of Instagram practice to the object-oriented practice found in this study and others’ 

research (Budge, 2017) which represents a spatial-oriented practice. The spatial 

conditions can be as important to an Instagram user as the objects. Spatial-oriented 

Instagram posts reflect what Tzortzi (2017) refers to as the “sense of being engulfed by 

the materiality of the physical space” (p. 497). 

4.2.9.2    Close-Up Images, Materiality of Space, and the Use of Distance. 

Visitors used Instagram on smart devices, were mobile and in movement through the 

gallery space. This study observed examples of what Pink (2011) calls sensing through 

photography: close-up images, point of view perspectives, and accentuating the minutiae 

of exhibition materiality. Sensing through photography is an example of how visitors 

represented the space of the exhibition. Of the 48 images posted by Participant Group 

2, five were close-up images of artworks; they were classified as close-up as they 

created a feeling that you could reach out and grab the subject matter of the image (Kress 

& van Leeuwan, 2006).  

Close-up images were also observed in Budge’s (2017) research, representing 

an intention by the user to display the intricate detail and material qualities of the art 

object. There were two types of close-up images. One showing the finer details of 

artworks such as the marks created by brush strokes, the other showing point-of-view 

perspectives where the position of the camera created a perception of seeing through 

the eyes of the user. Artworks are one part of the materiality of space, so is atmosphere 

as discussed in the previous category and this study showed that mater iality also 

includes all objects within the exhibition space. Examples of this materiality were 

observed in visitors’ images of a close-up of the exhibition stamp on their wrist (P15) 

(Figure 17, p. 147) and a close-up image of the exhibition entry tickets (P9) (Figure 18, 

p. 148). Taking a close-up image of an artwork has been found by Henkel (2013) to 

improve the visitors’ memory of the art object as opposed to taking a photograph of the 

object as a whole. 
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 4.2.9.3    Instagram Images Produced in Movement. Esteemed anthropologist 

Sarah Pink (2011) argued that “images are moreover produced and consumed in 

movement” (p. 5), meaning we must account for movement when examining images, as 

movement is integral to life and our experience of the world (Pink, 2011). Budge (2018) 

supported this argument by stating that movement is critical to understanding Instagram 

use and its relationship to gallery space. Movement is not limited to the physical 

experience in the material sense, but also movement in hybrid spaces where digital and 

physical environments conjoin, such as with Instagram used on mobile devices (de 

Souza e Silva, 2006). 

The importance of considering movement in the context of images helps us to be 

more critical in our examination, requiring us to consider what is in the image and what 

was behind and around it when it was produced (Pink, 2011). An empirical example of 

this was observed in this study when one participant reported an awareness of Instagram 

as they moved through the exhibition even though they were not using it at the time:  

 

I do look for good photo opportunities if I feel I’d like Instagram. (P12)  

 

This highlights how visitors’ movement oscillated and interweaved between the 

physical space of the exhibition and the digital space of Instagram, as they looked for 

images to capture (Hjorth & Pink, 2014). The movement did not stop once the image was 

captured, it continued in a reflective phase as reported by two other visitor participants:  

 

  I didn’t post the photos straight away so that gave me time to that  

(sic) [think] about what to post. (P15) 

 

I uploaded to Instagram after the exhibition. I guess it gave me a chance 

to reflect on the exhibition afterwards. (P7) 
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Reflection further points to how images are produced in movement, during this 

stage visitors creatively incubated their post (Hjorth & Pink, 2014) through image editorial 

and thinking about when to post, how many images, and what text and tags to include (if 

any). Creative incubation can take place anywhere. Previous research has considered 

spaces such as commuting on trains and buses (Hjorth & Pink, 2014) where a stillness 

in movement allows for reflection in preparing an image for Instagram. A variety of cues 

are employed by the user to create a private space within a public space, such as 

wearing headphones without listening to music (DuGay et al., 1997). There is an 

opportunity for galleries to understand more about their visitors’ creative incubation and 

reflection phase as this could align with their educational and engagement objectives. 

As it was not the focus of this study, it stopped short of asking participants when and 

where they posted their images to Instagram to further explore the creative incubation 

concept. 

 Visitor participants offered insight into the concept of emplaced visuality which is 

closely related to the theoretical idea that images are produced in movement (Hjorth & 

Burgess, 2014). According to the concept of emplaced visuality, images are not “frozen 

into a networked snapshot” (Hjorth & Pink, 2014, p. 51) of space, time , and place but are 

“a copresent part of movement through place and spaces” (p. 51). Copresence is being 

at the place and seeing the place at the same time (Brantner, 2018); being here in the 

gallery and there on Instagram (Holloway-Attaway, 2014). Framing images as produced 

in movement and emplaced visuality are abstract theoretical constructs. Researchers 

have used emplaced visuality in the past to examine camera phone images of the 

Queensland Flood disaster pointing out that it helped them find resonating themes and 

recurrent images (Hjorth & Burgess, 2014). This study used these concepts to further 

understand the spatial practices of participants and how they reflected on images before 

posting to Instagram. 

 4.2.9.4    Positive Valence, Sight Lines and Spatial Logics. The art gallery is 

a place of great aesthetic appeal and Instagram users are drawn to spaces that contain 
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objects or an atmosphere that aligns with their visual objectives (Budge, 2017), as 

explained by one visitor participant from the Richter exhibition: 

 

  I also like to post things to my feed that I think are aesthetically  

appealing... (P16) 

 

Positive valence is the power of an object or space to draw a visitor into it (Lewin, 1936; 

Trondle, 2014). Visitors at the exhibition looked for aesthetically appealing objects or 

spaces for their personal visual enjoyment (Budge, 2017) believing them to be good for 

posting to Instagram. Generally, navigation and movement in a gallery is related to intent 

(Tzortzi, 2014), such that if my intention is to view aesthetically appealing works of art, I 

will move towards those or navigate a way to them. Visitor participants reported their 

overall awareness for opportunities to use on Instagram stating: 

 

 In addition to looking at art, I also had my eyes open for things that  

would be appropriate or eye-catching for Instagram. (P4) 

 

  I do look for good photo opportunities if I feel I’d like to Instagram.  

(P12)  

  So I always have that at the back of my mind when I visit art  

galleries...what to share on instagram. (P10) 

 

I found myself looking for photo opportunities just as much as I was  

admiring this artwork. (P16) 

 

In the above cases, the participants were simultaneously viewing the artworks 

and looking for content that would make a photograph worth posting to Instagram; an 

inner speech guiding their movement (Vygotsky, 1978). Positive valence is a subjective 

concept. That which is aesthetically appealing to one person may not be to another, but 
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this study showed that a visitor at the gallery using Instagram is likely to be surveying 

the exhibition for Instagram opportunities.  

The exhibition contained a spatial logic. The overall exhibition design, rooms, and 

artworks were connected logically to an exhibition story, and the flow of visitors through 

the space was designed to align to this logic. Within the spatial logic were affordances, 

which are items in the gallery environment that were relational to the visitors’ situational 

needs (Gibson, 1977; Greeno, 1994). An example of an affordance is a didactic. A 

visitor’s situational needs to know more about an artwork is met by the information 

contained in the didactic; it is relational to their needs. An example where an affordance 

affected the spatial practices of Instagram visitors was the #thelifeofimages didactic. 

When questioned visitor participants reported being aware of the didactic:  

   

  There was a sign up in GOMA which encouraged it. (P2) 

 

  After visiting the Gerhard Richter exhibition I noticed the IG  

[Instagram] display in the GOMA entrance foyer. (P11) 

 

The didactic in this circumstance acted as an affordance to these Instagram 

users. Their situational needs were that they had been looking for Instagram 

opportunities and the hashtag didactic related to that need and so caught their attention. 

This finding shows that these visitors’ spatial practices were affected by this affordance. 

They were drawn to the space where the didactic was placed as for them it had a positive 

valence.  

4.2.10  Summary Discussion: Art Gallery Visitors’ Instagram Practices.  

In summary, the above section has presented nine categories formed through an 

ethnography (visual)-grounded theory analytical framework from data collected from 

visitor participants. These categories inform the answers to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a). The 

current practices of art gallery visitors using Instagram identif ied in this study included:  

• Sharing experience through Instagram with an imagined audience; 
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• Checking out the exhibition before deciding whether to visit;  

• Reflecting on their experience; 

• Sharing the images of others; 

• Evolving their aesthetic experience; 

• Extending their aesthetic experience;  

• Documenting their visit using Instagram as a visual journal; 

• Promoting, raising awareness, and influencing others to/with art and the gallery 

through the images they share; 

• Engaging with art and gallery spaces in a contemporary way; 

• Expressing affinity with the artworks, artist, and art; 

• Creating photographic images with aesthetic appeal; and  

• Wayfinding through gallery space. 

The reasons for why visitors use Instagram to experience the art gallery included: 

• Reinforcing self-presentation practices and building authenticity to a chosen 

personality and identity; 

• Amplifying social aspects of their experience; 

• Evolving their experience by sharing interpretations, personal associations, and 

reflections; 

• Extending their experience making it start earlier and finish later; 

• Capturing images of moments that may later trigger memories of their 

experience;  

• Creatively expressing their visit for enjoyment and social interaction; 

• Documenting the experience, capturing key information; 

• Advocating for art; 

• Expressing affinity for the art, artist, and gallery; 

• Sharing aesthetically pleasing images for enjoyment and entertainment; and 

• Mediating and moving through the gallery space in a contemporary way. 

How these practices impact gallery visitors included:  
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• Galleries are taking steps to encourage and accommodate engagement through 

Instagram; 

• Sharing experiences is encouraged, for example the hashtag engagement 

activity directly impacted this practice as it was connected to the exhibition;  

• Galleries are prioritising image rights and photography policies; 

• Galleries are considering where there may be Instagrammable moments to 

attract visitors;  

• Instagram is prioritised as a/the preferred social media channel given its 

association with aesthetics and visual images; and  

• Galleries are exploring the pedagogical aspects on Instagram, to see where it 

can align with educational and engagement objectives.  

4.3 Gallery Participants 
The purpose of this section is to inform the answer to RQ3(b), How do these 

practices affect galleries? The visitor practices referred to in RQ3(a) were discussed in 

the previous section. This section presents the findings of the semi-structured interviews 

conducted with Participant Group 3, four members of the GOMA staff responsible for the 

exhibition; the Curator, Marketing Manager, Senior Public Programs Coordinator, and 

Acting Public Programs Coordinator. Their interviews were held from the 20 February 

2018 to 28 February 2018 at the QAG. A transcription was made of an audio recording 

of each interview which was then coded and themed, and categories were developed 

under the grounded theory analytical framework (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The codes 

that were created after each interview were compared with codes from each of the four 

Participant Group 3 interviews and then also against the codes presented in Participant 

Groups 1 and 2. Categories were then formed from the codes present in all of the 

interview accounts and these are used to discuss the findings below.  

4.3.1 Analysis of Curator’s Account.  

This section presents an analysis of the interview conducted with the Curator 

(Alex), one of the two curators of The Life of Images (Richter, 2017) exhibition. Alex had 

a support role in the planning and execution of the Instagram component of the exhibition 
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as their primary responsibility was the acquisition, design, and display of Gerhard 

Richter’s artworks. This analysis informs part of the answer to RQ3(b) and will show how 

the curatorial team were affected by the Instagram practices of visitors. A notable point 

made within this section is how unaffected the curators’ practice was as a result of visitor 

Instagram practices, they were aware of it but not influenced by it. Visitor Instagram 

practices though were greatly affected by the curators’ work. The curators shaped the 

exhibition as a visually impactful and meaningful experience, to which Instagram users 

and non-users benefited alike. A transcription of the interview was coded using grounded 

theory and this section will present the results in subsections representing the categories 

present in the interview data: the exhibition title and #thelifeofimages hashtag  (4.3.1.1), 

spatial layout and visitor movement (4.3.1.2), image rights, visual logic and atmosphere 

(4.3.1.3). 

4.3.1.1    The Exhibition Narrative Connected to Instagram Practices. A key 

activity developed by the Public Programs team in the planning stage of the exhibition 

was the hashtag engagement activity. This program was designed to invite the 

participation of the visitors and make the content of the exhibition more accessible. 

Participation in the activity required the visitor to post an image on Instagram or Twitter, 

use the hashtag #thelifeofimages, tag the GOMA Instagram account @qagoma then 

“follow the journey of your image as it creates a visual dialogue with other contributors” 

(Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of Modern Art, 2017b). Using the #thelifeofimages 

made the tag unique, avoiding a common word which would have attracted content 

unrelated to the exhibition and potentially confused visitors searching the tag on 

Instagram (Bayans & Meyer, 2016). Alex explained that reaching consensus on the title 

of the exhibition was not easy: 

 

...the negotiation about the title of the exhibition itself was quite 

protracted… 
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There were concerns that the title needed to balance between Gerhard Richter’s 

ouerve and visitor accessibility. The title was part of a silent pedagogy at the Gallery 

(Eisner & Dobbs, 1988). It informed and shaped the experience of visitors, like the way 

a title of a novel gives readers an insight into the story (Rabinowitz, 2013). Alex gave 

further understanding into the thinking behind the title: 

 

The idea was that this was something that was accessible and 

people would feel intrigued by. They would not necessarily feel that they 

understood what you meant by The Life of Images but it would not be 

completely opaque and they would think, “oh, you know, that might be 

something I can get into”. It also fits very neatly and perhaps this is 

actually one of the things that determines why it was that title and not 

another one because it does suggest that we add ourselves to the lives 

of images and that the social media campaign was very much about, look 

you can be part of this, you can add in images, you can ident ify works 

within the show or you can add in images that you’ve seen out there in 

the world that you have made yourself that you think have some sort of 

resonance with what Richter is doing. You can really decide in any way 

you like what sorts of images have some sort of dialogue with this 

exhibition and with the work of Gerhard Richter or in fact between each 

other, so no reason at all why the people posting those images would not 

be in dialogue with each other. That was entirely sympathetic with the 

overall premise for the exhibition and the sense that images have a life of 

their own and that they are quite autonomous, they generate themselves 

as much as an artist like Richter goes and mediates the world and shows 

us something of his experience by making amazing works of art. 

 

Alex reported that the curators’ involvement in the development of the engagement 

activity was limited, this was left to the Marketing and Public Programs team. However, 



176 
 

their impact on the activity was significant. Alex recognised that the activity was drawn 

from the curatorial work within the exhibition title, playing an important role in the 

experience: 

 

...I think the inclusiveness of that title worked within that social media 

campaign and while I didn’t have anything at all to do with the design of 

that wall or the recommendations for that wall, I mean even now 

describing this to you, I’m kind of reassured that it was at least true to the 

underlying premise of the exhibition. 

 

One of the objectives for the curators was connecting the community to the content of 

the exhibition. The hashtag engagement activity aligned with this objective, it formed 

a community around shared exhibition images and contributed to the cultural generativity 

of the exhibition (Bruns & Burgess, 2011; Burgess, 2012; Schandorf, 2013).  

The exhibition title was one example where the curators influenced visitor 

Instagram practices. The large didactic promoting the hashtag engagement activity 

displayed in the entrance foyer of the Gallery was another. The curators were not 

involved in the design of the didactic, yet certain spatial and conceptual decisions they 

made affected the didactic’s physical placement and subsequent influence on visitor 

Instagram practices. The next subsection will analyse the spatial layout of the exhibition 

determined by the curators including the placement of the engagement activity didactic 

and its relationship to visitor movement and Instagram practices. 

4.3.1.2    Spatial Layout and Visitor Movement. Movement has always been 

an intrinsic part of gallery design (Tzortzi, 2014). The curators needed to make decisions 

mindful of how visitors would move through the exhibition space. Alex explained that they 

considered what impact social media would have on its design:  

 

...there were aspects of the social media actually that impacted upon the 

design of the show and that was something that I wouldn’t say I 
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necessarily resisted but I was very vigilant about in terms of how it framed 

the show. 

 

A key curatorial decision involved the placement of a didactic on the entrance foyer wall 

(Figure 1, p. 50). The design for the didactic was originally planned to be smaller as the 

Public Programs team had hoped to place it inside the exhibition space near ATLAS 

Overview (Richter, 1962). It was the curators who pushed for the didactic to be outside 

the exhibition space. Its eventual placement was on the entrance foyer wall where it took 

up several metres of wall space. It included information on how to participate in the 

activity (Figure 21), images, and display screens showing images that had been shared 

by visitors. 

 

Figure 21 

 

The Life of Images Didactic 

Note. Photograph (close-up) of part of The Life of Images exhibition engagement activity didactic. 

Reproduced with permission. 

 

 



178 
 

Alex explained that the main reason the didactic was kept outside the main 

exhibition space was due to space considerations: 

 

...I still think in terms of where it was and how it functioned, it needed to 

be something outside of the kind of more controlled space of the 

exhibition. 

 

This highlighted how the curators gave consideration to the overall design and layout of 

all the elements of an exhibition; “curation and design are intermingled” (Lubar, 2014, p. 

75). Alex noted how they visualised visitor movement, considered how awareness could 

be drawn to the didactic, and what effect placement may have over engagement with the 

artworks: 

 

... “look, we just don’t have space in here for a wall of that type” similar to 

what I was saying about the biographical timeline stuff. All of that material 

takes just up a lot of wall space and you’ve got to give people space to 

engage with it and then of course, that means your circulation is 

compromised and so on. So, there was a discussion early on about that 

social media wall being inside the actual exhibition space and I, with 

others, argued against it for those reasons, just completely practical, 

logistical reasons. There’s also a reason for that wall to be out there in 

that part of the gallery because architecturally that’s dead space so that 

wall, if you go into any show, any of those large shows when they’re on 

at QAGOMA, you can see them really try and figure out how the hell do 

we deal with this wall in a way that makes it dynamic and engaging and 

just not something that people will walk past as they’re going elsewhere. 

Because on the one hand it’s quite good visual real estate, you think, “oh 

it’s in the foyer, it must be useful for something” and yet on the other hand 

people when they’re in that position are kind of in this race; it’s like a big 
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wide hallway and there’s a stairway going up in it and they’re walking into 

that space and they’re looking at the baggage area and they’re thinking, 

“where is this show I want to see?” or “what do I want to see?” and there’s 

just a whole lot of stuff happening and typically.  I mean I know I walk past 

all the time and come back later and go, “oh yeah, what’s over there?”. 

So, the social media element I think did enable some sense of, particularly 

because those images were changing so that it wasn’t a static display, it 

was a changing display and people who might have been walking past 

suddenly saw a shift on the screens and thought, “uh huh, what’s that?”.  

 

The didactic wall was interpretive media. The curators were aware of how it could 

clutter space, fragment the audience, and potentially diminish the experience of the 

exhibition (Rabinowitz, 2013). When communicating content through didactics, 

esteemed historian and curator Richard Rabinowitz (2013, p. 23) argues “hierarchy is 

essential in guiding visitors through a narrative exhibition”. Placing the didactic outside 

the exhibition invited Instagram-aware visitors to engage with that content on their way 

into the exhibition; keeping it outside the exhibition space where it could have interrupted 

the overall narrative for visitors had it been placed inside. 

The didactic display and its relationship to visitor Instagram practices is an 

example of both Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial theory and Lewin’s (1936) concept of valence. 

Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic model of perceived, conceived, and lived space can help us to 

understand the placement of the didactic and its e/affect on galleries. In developing the 

exhibition, the curators saw the front entrance foyer as perceived space. Alex classified 

it as architecturally dead space but from a visitor experience context good visual real 

estate. The conceived space imagined how the flow of visitors moving through the space 

would see the didactic and engage with it in the foyer, either on their way in or out of the 

exhibition. Finally, seeing it as lived space, the exhibition opened, visitors saw the 

didactic and engaged with it, highlighting the three categories of Lefebvre’s (1991) model 

in action.  
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The production of visitor space is not a sequence of perceived, conceived, and 

lived space, they are informed and affected by each other. The spaces “overlap, not 

juxtapose, one another” (Zhang, 2006, p. 222) which means “space is at once the result 

and the cause, product and producer” (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 142). The production of space 

is illustrated in Borden’s (2001) examination of the spatial practices of skateboarders, 

where the “skater’s body produces its space dialectically with the production of 

architectural space” (p. 101). Gallery visitors used Instagram to read “the surface of 

space to find lines of movement and are interfaced with the physical structures” (Kidder, 

2009, p. 321). The didactic affected visitor movement through the space, as the curators 

had conceptualised it. It mediated the spatial practices of visitors looking to use 

Instagram by attracting them into the space where it was displayed (Mills & Comber, 

2015). What causes this influence over visitors’ movement is what Lewin (1936) referred 

to as positive valence. Tröndle (2014) offers a useful illustration of positive valence in an 

example of “someone lost in a city, street signs will become objects with positive valence; 

they will attract the person, who will read them for orientation purposes” (p. 5). To visitors 

seeking or aware of Instagram the hashtag didactic displayed a positive valence pulling 

them into that space to take a closer look. 

Beyond the placement of the hashtag didactic, several curatorial interventions 

were made that affected visitor movement through the exhibition and in turn visitor 

Instagram practices. The GOMA allows any exhibition a considerable amount of flexibility 

in spatial layout and design; allowing walls and lighting to be custom built for curatorial 

requirements. The curators used an exhibition model (Figure 22) to assist with imagining 

visitor movement in and around the layout, including entry/ exit points, f low, and artwork 

displays.  
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Figure 22 

 

The Life of Images Exhibition Model 

 
 

Note. Photograph of The Life of Images exhibition model. Reproduced with permission. 

 
 

This modelling of visitor movement connects with Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial theory in 

action, imagining how the visitor may experience the space aligned with perceived and 

conceived space. Alex reflected this in her response: 

 

Those sorts of decisions happen time and time again in every space in 

the exhibition.  Some of them are more successful than others.  Some of 
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them work even better than you expect and others where you think, “oh 

gosh, I wish we didn’t have to put that work there” suddenly for another 

reason work really well.  There are some organic things that happen in 

the design that you just could never really anticipate until it’s going up on 

the wall… 

 

The spatial modelling included consideration for sight lines and valence. Mapping 

how a visitor would move through the exhibition space, what they would see first as they 

entered a room. As Alex described, the aim was to coordinate the display of artworks 

alongside visitor movement to create visually arresting spaces where visitors would be 

a little overwhelmed and surprised; refocusing as they moved room to room through the 

exhibition looking to be drawn into appealing spaces (Rabinowitz, 2013). The curators 

did not differentiate their work in the exhibition space to make allowance for Instagram. 

In that way, they were not affected by visitors’ Instagram practices at all. Their goal was 

to create aesthetics that would appeal to all visitors. 

This raises an interesting argument about curatorial work put forward by Kozinets 

et al. (2017), that is whilst “smartphone technology seems to change everything in the 

gallery...it actually challenges nothing” (p. 10). Curators were aware that visitors were 

being encouraged to use Instagram. Several visitor participants reported being extra 

attentive to photograph taking opportunities but neither of these things appeared to affect 

the way curators designed the exhibition spatially. This raises the question, Should 

curators feel economically pressured to accommodate Instagram users as though they 

were different from non-Instagram using visitors? (Kozinets et al., 2017). Or is Instagram 

just a technology that focuses our pre-existing motivations and expectations in different 

ways (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017)? 

Modelling visitor movement highlights the important concept that digital images 

are produced in movement. This means they conjoin the physical and digital contexts,  

as movement is simultaneous between the gallery environment and the sensory use of 

Instagram (Hjorth & Pink, 2014). Digital ethnographers Larissa Hjorth and Sarah Pink 
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(2014) use the theoretical construct of the digital wayfarer as a way of explaining images 

produced in movement. The digital wayfarer weaves their way through the gallery space, 

their use of Instagram entangled with their physical experience of place where the 

images are not the outcome of their experience but are embedded, meaningful, and 

emplaced in their experience (Pink & Hjorth, 2014). What this highlights is that whilst the 

curators were aware of Instagram use, their work was unaffected by it. The very nature 

of their professional practice treated Instagram users and non-users alike as their 

purpose was visitors moving through the space being affected by aesthetically appealing 

moments. The digital wayfarer helps us to understand this as it does not create a false 

dichotomy between online and offline; it considers them interweaved or entangled (Hjorth 

& Richardson, 2017).  

4.3.1.3    Image Rights, Visual Logic, and Atmosphere. The decision by the 

image rights holders of each artwork to give permission for visitor photography was a 

major factor impacting Instagram use at this exhibition. Image rights are not often easily 

reconciled for a gallery hosting a large exhibition as there are complex intellectual 

property agreements that sit behind any restrictions (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). Alex 

explained that without their permission Instagram practices would have been highly 

restricted and visitor services staff would have had to stop people taking photographs: 

 

Then of course the whole question of the image rights to the show which 

was a real coup for the gallery to negotiate photography within that 

exhibition space and it was something that I was quite surprised by 

because I have been to a number of Richter shows in the US and Europe 

where photography is just forbidden and that typically comes about 

because a lender, a number of lenders will say, “no” and that means you 

can’t oversee works that yes, you can photograph that but not that so 

museums and galleries quite sensibly say, “no photography” because it 

just becomes a nightmare for them. The QAGOMA managed to negotiate 

the photographic engagement across the whole show and obviously no 
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f lash and so on, but otherwise people could use their cameras and 

smartphones as they wished. That was a really key thing and you could 

see that for the people in the gallery who were responsible for this social 

media engagement, that was like a real sigh of relief. 

 

According to Rabinowitz (2013) successful exhibition curators understand their 

content, audience, principles of design, and think like a dramatist (Lubar, 2014). A 

dramatist develops a narrative that tells a story at the exhibition and creates an 

experience of that story for visitors (Rabinowitz, 2013). A major component of the 

narrative within this exhibition were images and photographs as they were part of 

Richter’s oeuvre. As such the curators focused on creating aesthetically impactful 

moments, with many of the design elements, room lighting, and dynamic colour range 

within the displayed artworks, attracting visitor photography. Alex explained that visitor 

photography had little direct influence on the curators:  

 

...in some ways it’s hard to separate making allowances for visitor 

photography from thinking about the design and appearance of the show, 

you know? You’re trying to curate a show in such a way that it has a visual 

logic but there are also moments in the show that have high moments, 

high visual moments.  You’re also constructing views that have a degree 

of drama for example, so you come around this corner and look straight 

ahead and you see something extraordinary on the wall in front of you 

and that could be something like that tiny, little landscape work that was 

in the nature room, so quite a modest sized work but a really luminous, 

little, quite traditional-looking landscape that you come into that huge 

space and it pulls your eye down the end of the room and that’s also an 

image that a lot of people photographed and it’s, I mean it’s a gorgeous 

thing but it was placed there, a quite small work occupying a single wall 
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because I knew that it could hold that space and it could draw people’s 

attention. 

 

The curators used a visual logic as the narrative to connect the exhibition from 

entry to exit. Artworks were displayed in relation to their connection to the narrative, using 

space as part of the story. Alex explained that larger rooms were imagined as a space 

to relax into, and smaller rooms seen as more intimate spaces. The visual logic meant 

to connect all of the spaces that people would flow through: 

 

I loved the idea of moving between the smaller intimate spaces back out 

into the larger ones. (Alex) 

 

The f inal aspect of the curators’ practice that affected visitor Instagram practices 

was atmosphere, highlighted by the two rooms in the exhibition that displayed ATLAS 

Overview (Richter, 1962) and Birkenau (Richter, 2014). The ATLAS Overview (Richter, 

1962) installation (Figure 23) provided an atmosphere that was popular with Instagram 

users. As Alex noted, it created a space where: 

 

...everybody wants an image of that, everybody wants an installation shot. 

 

The atmosphere was achieved through a combination of reduced lighting, placement 

along the long spine of the exhibition room, and through a meticulously designed series 

of framed displays along the walls. Alex explained when a visitor walked into the 

installation they were presented with:  

 

one of those moments where you think that you might be walking into 

what is a fairly small room but you walk in there and look down and of 

course, it’s like, “oh gosh”. 
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The second room that presented as an atmosphere was the Birkenau (Richter, 2014) 

installation, displayed in the only room with one entrance and exit. Alex explained that it 

was not a thoroughfare space, you chose to enter the room and it was designed this way 

in the hope that the visitor would: 

 

...pause and reflect upon those works in the context of the wall  

didactic. 

 

The room also contained resting chairs to allow further contemplation around the 

artworks. The atmosphere was synaesthetic due to the content of the artworks (abstracts 

of the Holocaust) which created an atmosphere of solemnity and reflection represented 

in some participants’ Instagram posts. 

 

Figure 23 

 

ATLAS Overview Room 

 
 

Note. Photograph of the ATLAS Overview room from The Life of Images exhibition. (Queensland Art 

Gallery, Gallery of Modern Art, 2017). Reproduced with permission. 
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In summary, this subsection presented how the exhibition title, didactic 

placement, spatial modelling, sight lines, valence, flow, and movement linked to visitor 

Instagram practices, informing a further part of the answer to RQ3. Although the curators 

were aware that some visitors would be using Instagram, there was no evidence that it 

affected their work in constructing the exhibition; except for the decision to keep the 

didactic outside the exhibition space. The curators’ dedication to the traditional visitors’ 

experience is what affected visitors’ Instagram practices most. Visually arresting cu rated 

moments are not apriori to the use of Instagram. All visitors are engaged by aesthetics 

in the gallery and Instagram is used in complex and meaningful ways, that are not just 

limited to aesthetics (Tufekci, 2014). This subsection demonstrated that visitors who 

used Instagram were digital wayfarers, they produced images in movement, entangled 

with the ordinary visitor experience.  

4.3.2 Analysis of Marketing Team’s Account. 

This section presents an analysis of the findings as they relate to the interview 

held with Harper, the Marketing Manager at the QAGOMA who oversaw responsibility 

for the marketing of the exhibition. The Marketing team controlled the Gallery Instagram 

account (@qagoma) and it was considered by Harper as their number one platform for 

social media engagement. Marketing was affected by the Instagram practices of visitors 

evidenced by their prioritisation of Instagram over other social media channels (4.3.2.1), 

their work in the development and promotion of exhibition hashtags (4.3.2.2), and their 

critical understanding of Instagram practices (4.3.2.3) including the benefits it had for 

visitors and the Gallery. The following section will present, analyse, and discuss these 

findings.  

4.3.2.1    Institutional Prioritisation of Instagram. The Marketing team used 

Instagram to connect the Gallery to new and existing audiences linking with Russo et 

al.’s (2008) idea that greater cultural participation may be achieved by encouraging user-

generated social media content. The Gallery account was primarily managed by a person 

with professional photography skills. This helped ensure a level of professional quality in 

the images posted and reinforced the priority the Gallery placed on the platform. By 
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prioritising Instagram at the exhibition over other platforms, the Gallery demonstrated to 

its visitors how it wanted to work with its visitors to align their expectations with 

experience (Arias, 2018). Harper explained that a reason for prioritising Instagram was 

it aligned with the growth and popularity of the platform especially with younger visitors: 

 

...the changing dynamic of our audience, in terms of that, over the past 

couple of years our audiences have become much younger and they’re 

the ones on it (Instagram). 

 

Data was not available to confirm the estimated number of Instagram users under 

the age of 18, however research has supported the proposition that younger people are 

generally attracted to and literate in new forms of media technology (Lemon, 2014). It is 

a presupposition that audiences under 18 years of age are a large and growing 

demographic on Instagram. This trend is consistent with the available data on 

participation/ audience age groups; 75% of 18-24 year olds use Instagram compared 

with 57% of 25-29 year olds, 47% of 30-49 year olds, and 23% of 50-64 year olds; the 

18-24 year old category has grown by 4% since 2018 (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). 

  Harper considered that Instagram helped the Gallery raise awareness and that it 

encouraged visitors to share word of mouth advocacy about exhibitions and experiences. 

Instagram assisted the Gallery in their marketing review for each exhibition, collecting 

data for use in analysis on what performed well and what could be learnt to  improve and 

enhance future exhibitions. The analytics provided by Instagram were reported in the 

performance indicator of “use of digital interactives” (Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of 

Modern Art, 2019, p. 2) under the broader strategic objective “Audiences and 

engagement: Connect people with the enduring power of art and ideas”  (p. 2). 

Prioritisation was one example where the Gallery was affected by visitors’ use of 

Instagram, another was visitors’ use of hashtags, and the Marketing team’s role in 

assisting in the development and promotion of exhibition specific hashtags. 
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4.3.2.2    Development and Promotion of the Exhibition Hashtags. The 

exhibition hashtags promoted by the marketing team made a positive difference to the 

quantity of posts that were available for observation. It was unknown to me when 

selecting this exhibition as the research site that the Gallery would fortuitously be using 

exhibition specific hashtags and a hashtag engagement activity. The Gallery used four 

institutionally led hashtags #qagoma, #RichterGOMA, #thelifeofImages, and 

#ArtistsonRichter. #qagoma is a general hashtag that covers all activities associated with 

both galleries, the other three were developed specific to the exhibition. Harper explained 

that hashtags were created to: 

 

...help you (the visitor) empathise and connect more with the  

artwork. 

 

They were also designed to help the Gallery deepen their understanding of visitors’ 

practices as they are part of popular culture, and as Harper explained, galleries are 

always looking for new ways to engage their visitors: 

 

We look at how people are using the hashtags, not using hashtags and 

what we might do to inspire them to use those. 

 

The intent behind promoting the exhibition hashtags was to create a space for 

online communities to form around the mutual interest of the exhibition (Schandorf, 

2013), facilitate visitor-to-visitor promotion, and create a post-visit record that could be 

used to observe data for further analysis (Kennedy, 2016). Of the three exhibition 

hashtags, it was #thelifeofimages that attracted the most interest from Instagram users 

with 561 engagements (75%); an engagement means the hashtag was used in the 

posted content. By comparison #RichterGOMA had 170 engagements (22%) and 

#ArtistsonRichter had 20 engagements (3%). Part of the success of the #thelifeofimages 

hashtag was attributed to the large didactic promoting the hashtag that was placed in the 
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entrance foyer of the GOMA (Figure 1, p. 50). Harper explained the didactic was in place 

prior to the exhibition opening and remained there for the duration of the exhibition to 

raise awareness of the activity, and act as a promotional teaser in a prominent space: 

 

You do have to help visitors see the hashtags. 

 

The least engaged hashtag was #ArtistsonRichter, this was created as a pre-

exhibition campaign encouraging artists to post to Instagram content related to Richter’s 

work. Harper explained that it was not considered to have performed as well as the other 

hashtags. This was due to the complexities of seeking third-party artist involvement, 

limited internal resources to use to promote hashtags, and the perception that it was 

possibly a contrived way to get people to engage rather than organically. Organic 

hashtag engagement is viewed as more authentic (Marwick & boyd, 2010): 

 

...from past experience that we’ve had with virality, we can’t be the ones 

creating that. (Harper) 

 

Harper further explained that non-organic social media activities can be 

successful. However, she qualif ied this by stating that generally the Gallery would look 

for users who had a significantly larger number of followers to create such interest: 

 

...generally it will only ever work if the people that start it off have immense 

followings. (Harper) 

 

This reinforced a common perception that an individual’s ability to influence on Instagram 

is determined by their follower numbers; the assumption being that more followers 

means more power to shape the behaviour of others (Abidin, 2016). It highlighted that 

gallery practices were affected by their perceptions of virality, influencers on Instagram, 

and authenticity in community engagement. The smaller quantity of user engagements 
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was only one factor in the performance of the #ArtistsonRichter hashtag. Harper 

explained that weaker internal buy-in, commitment, and lack of focus also contributed to 

its performance, noting an institutional challenge with having more than one hashtag to 

promote:  

 

I think having too many different hashtags as a one organisation that 

mean different things is totally confusing. 

 

This reasoning follows Selvadurai and Rosenstand (2017) who argued that too 

many hashtags or poorly constructed ones have the effect of confusing an audience on 

Instagram and reducing their engagement. The same can be said from a gallery 

perspective, too many hashtags or poorly constructed ones split resources, attention, 

and focus and lead to a lower than expected performance.  Harper explained that the 

most successful hashtag was the #thelifeofimages which surprised them, they developed 

the tag without realising it would be used by visitors in the manner it was: 

 

It is interesting that in terms of the #(the)lifeofimages, so the audience 

controlled that hashtag ‘cause that hashtag didn’t set out to do that. That 

hashtag was about sharing photographs that may have inspired other 

kinds of things, but I don’t think the audience is used to using hashtags 

for those kinds of things, so it kind of morphed and changed and then 

#RichterGOMA and #thelifeofimages kind of took on some dual roles so I 

just thought that was an interesting way that the audience will tell you how 

they’re going to use a hashtag. 

 

This finding can be further understood through a lens of spatial theory. In this 

case the marketing team developed a hashtag with certain visitor practices in mind, but 

it was not until visitors used the hashtag did they realise how it was being engaged with; 

in fact the way it was used by visitors was not part of the imagined engagement. The 
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same contradiction has been found in spatial theory, for example skateboarder practices 

(Borden, 2001) and bike messenger practices (Kidder, 2009) were found to have 

appropriated parts of the city against their intended purpose. 

 4.3.2.3    Critical Understanding of Instagram. Instagram was prioritised by the 

Marketing team, which meant as a team they focused on developing a strong level of 

knowledge about the platform and were curious about how it was used by visitors. In 

planning the exhibition Harper knew Gerhard Richter’s artworks were the primary source 

of attraction for Instagram users: 

 

...‘cause Richter himself, his works, that space… 

 

Budge’s (2017) research supports this, she found that Instagram engagement was 

directed mostly at the artworks, “with a central focus on the materiality of objects” (p. 82). 

The Marketing team also recognised that the use of Instagram went beyond the 

aesthetics of the exhibition content. Harper explained that as Instagram is popular and 

used on mobile devices, exhibition content was engaged with before, during, and after 

their visit: 

 

 ...it (visitor experience) doesn’t start when they walk in the door and  

then walk out of the exhibition. 

 

Harper’s statements aligned with several of the visitor participant categories, 

highlighting her understanding of users’ practices. To put this in context they knew that 

as a paid ticketed exhibition, prospective visitors would be interested in checking out the 

content for themselves before deciding whether or not to visit. Harper explained that her 

team developed a promotional video (Queensland Art Gallery/ Gallery of Modern Art, 

2017c) that was shared on social media giving prospective visitors a look at the 

experience of the exhibition: 
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It’s why we advertise on the platform to provide, generally it’s kind of 

video content of people experiencing the exhibition, so you get to see 

what it is. 

 

Interestingly, several participants’ posts reflected the theme presented in the 

promotional video, of a visitor intently viewing the artworks; although it is not certain if 

either activity informed the other. It is interesting as the concept of the hermeneutic circle 

(Urry, 1990) in the context of photography (explained in detail in the earlier category 

(4.2.5) Contemporary ways of engaging with art) informs us that an individual’s 

experience could be pre-determined due to promotional content or content that 

influences them to seek to repeat the experience (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011). 

Marketing knew that visitors who shared their experience to Instagram provided 

a powerful form of peer-to-peer marketing, highly sought after in many industries for its 

authenticity and ability to inspire action in viewers (Wright, 2019).  This reinforces the 

need for galleries to consider positive institutional attitudes and policies towards visitor 

photography, as galleries can partner with their audiences to achieve mutual goals 

(Arias, 2018). The #ArtistsonRichter hashtag was an example of the Gallery partnering 

with the influence of artists to promote the exhibition, although it did not necessarily meet 

expectations as influence on Instagram is often determined by the level of followers and 

their reach inside the platform (Weeks et al., 2017).  

Instagram audiences have been found to assist science museums to “help 

communicate science or encourage public participation” (Jarreau  et al., 2019). It is clear 

from this interview that the gallery culture strongly informs the approach to Instagram 

and visitor photography policies. If photography is not allowed or discouraged this also 

restricts Instagram use and stif les opportunities with influencer audiences. Harper 

highlighted the impact visitor photography had on her work in optimising the marketing 

visitor experience at the exhibition: 
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…(visitor photography is) very important for ticketed shows and also 

why we cry if an exhibition comes in that’s been told there is no 

photography allowed ‘cause we’re like, “oh, this is not going to be good 

for us”, “this is not going to be great”. 

 

The account provided by Harper was consistent with what had been observed in 

the visitor participant data. Marketing understood the importance of Instagram use from 

a visitors’ perspective, seeing the advantages beyond those directed to the gallery. For 

example, Harper validated the category Authenticity and presentation of self (4.2.2) as 

she considered visitor Instagram practices included the need to: 

 

...validate amongst their peers of what they’re doing. 

 

...highlight other areas about (their) personality that I, you know, see these 

wonderful cultural things, that I have an interest in this, it kind of elates 

my status. 

 

A further example was the category Contemporary ways of engaging with art through 

Instagram (4.2.5), Harper noted that technology and immersive elements apparent 

through Instagram: 

 

...technology allows us to enhance the way we interact with art.  

 

...the growing desire to be part of the art, to be immersed in the 

experience.  

 

Harper mentioned that her team would look at an upcoming exhibition and ask 

themselves: 
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...where are the Instagrammable moments in this exhibition?  

 

Interestingly, the Marketing team’s assessment of this exhibition was that it was not 

Instagram focused. Harper spoke of the distinction between two and three dimensional 

art as a possible explanation for this: 

 

...it was an exquisite and beautiful, important show but not an 

exhibition that had been curated with Instagrammable moments. It was 

rather a predominantly two dimensional, seen as a different proposition 

to audiences. 

 

Harper referenced the idea of an Instagrammable moment. A search of the 

literature found one of the earliest uses of this term was in the context of food. An 

Instagrammable moment was described as preparing a meal with friends. The moment 

being a curated point in time that highlighted the aesthetic of food and the sociality of 

being with friends, amplif ied through its representation on Instagram (Hearst Magazines, 

2013). The term has come to be used in popular culture to define a usually curated 

moment often in a space that acts as a backdrop for an appealing Instagram post. A few 

industries are attempting to capture the interest of people by providing Instagrammable 

moments in line with their business, for example retail, travel, fashion, festivals, and 

architecture (Mau, 2017).  

Harper also validated the category Space, movement, sight lines, and valence 

(4.2.9), referring to the spatial elements reflected in visitors’ posts. She explained how 

the atmosphere Richter created was compelling for visitors as was the evocative works 

that made up the show. Finally, Harper accounted for the way Instagram connected to 

visitors’ aesthetic experience validating the category Evolving and extending the 

aesthetic experience through Instagram (4.2.3); she noted how Instagram allowed a 

visitor to: 
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...return to that experience. 

 

...deepen it (the experience). 

 

...give you other perspectives as well on your own experience. 

 

Returning to an experience is achieved as photography triggers memory, future 

conversations, and post-visit sharing (Lemon, 2014; Pyrry, 2013). Deepening the 

experience is possible using Instagram’s reflective functions such as photography, 

writing, and commenting (Consoli, 2014). The pro-social sharing dynamic within 

Instagram supports social pedagogical elements within the aesthetic experience, 

learning to appreciate the perspectives of others (Serafinelli, 2017), and valuing 

subjectivity in aesthetic interpretation (Burnham, 1994).  

 In summary, the Marketing team’s practices were affected by the Instagram 

practices of visitors informing further development of the answer to RQ3(b). The 

Marketing team prioritised Instagram as a key social media channel for the exhibition, 

developed and promoted exhibition hashtags that encouraged visitor engagement, 

exhibition promotion, and post-exhibition analysis. They also applied their critical 

understanding of how Instagram is used by visitors into the exhibition experience; 

connecting Instagram to visitors’ aesthetic experience and drawing attention to how 

technology is changing visitors’ expectations.  

4.3.3 Analysis of Interviews With the Public Programs Team.  

This section presents an analysis of the final interviews that were held with two 

members of the Public Programs team involved in the Richter exhibition, the Senior 

Public Programs Officer (Corey) and Acting Public Programs Coordinator (Monroe). The 

Public Programs team were involved in the exhibition working with the curatorial and 

marketing teams to develop and deliver the hashtag engagement activity and associated 

public programs, including an academic symposium and talk series with local artists. 

Their objective was public engagement with the exhibition and whilst they shared many 
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of the objectives with the Marketing and Curatorial teams their context was slightly 

different. Corey explained an example of this was the hashtag activity, the Marketing 

team framed it as a campaign, whereas Public Programs framed it in an alternative way: 

 

…[I] would not think of it like a campaign.  For me it was an engagement 

project…  

 

Corey further explained that they wanted to offer visitors an educational activity that 

would build on their objective of: 

 

developing a relationship with audiences and encouraging lifelong  

learning. 

 

The next part of this section will show that the Public Programs team used Instagram as 

a pedagogical tool within an engagement activity to offer visitors that were so inclined, a 

contemporary way to engage with the content of the exhibition (4.3.3.1). Further, it will 

demonstrate how the Public Programs team had a critical understanding of Instagram 

(4.3.3.2). 

 4.3.3.1    Using Instagram as a Pedagogical Tool to Engage an Audience. 

Whilst the hashtag engagement activity promoted the use of Instagram it was not centred 

on Instagram use. As Corey explained, Instagram was a means to an end. For her team 

the audience always came first, meaning the program was centred on connecting visitors 

more deeply with the exhibition content; Instagram was a tool to help achieve that 

objective. Corey explained that one reason Instagram was chosen was as a way of:   

 

...attracting a broader audience or making it (the exhibition) a little bit more 

personal.  
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The team were aware that the content of the exhibition was considered more academic 

than other exhibitions at the GOMA, and Monroe explained that the hashtag engagement 

activity was an innovative way to connect visitors to the exhibition content:  

 

We knew that the Richter exhibition was going to be a challenging one 

for some of our audiences and when we’re thinking about audience 

engagement, in the public engagement team, we work really closely with 

the marketing team to look at market research and we know a lot about 

our audiences based on that. So, we knew that it was going to be a 

challenge for us to engage a lot of our regular audiences with that 

exhibition because it was so academic and somewhat dense and it was 

much more of a traditional exhibition that we don’t necessarily do a lot of 

here. Our exhibitions here tend to be a much more kind of contemporary 

approach to museology whereas the Richter exhibition was very much a 

more kind of traditional approach. 

 

Monroe explained two of the pedagogical goals within the engagement activity were: 

 

...f irstly creating that link to contemporary culture and secondly by doing 

something that was participatory. 

 

Their team had experience using Instagram at a previous exhibition Future Beauty 

(Queensland Gallery of Art/ Gallery of Modern Art, 2014). As such, they knew that social 

media and hashtags were an appropriate choice to help them meet the ir goal of 

connecting visitor participation with contemporary culture. 

 Twitter and Instagram were the two chosen platforms that featured on the 

engagement activity didactic, and/with more visitor posts containing the hashtag on 

Instagram; Twitter had only 57 posts using the hashtag. Corey explained a possible 

reason for the preference of visitors to participate on Instagram was that it is closer to 
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the photographic image so connected more with Gerhard Richter’s practice, for example 

with his ongoing image archival project ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962): 

 

...I suppose we were thinking more about the way in relation to the ATLAS 

project in the exhibition, the way that images, the meaning of images can 

change, and so Instagram made perfect sense to be used as a tool for 

that.  

 

Monroe also spoke about the connection between the ATLAS Overview (Richter, 

1962) artwork, the artist, the pedagogy of visitor participation, images, and Instagram, 

and the way in which using a custom hashtag would enable the display of shared visitor 

images: 

 

...we were encouraging people to think about the way Richter uses those 

images in that artwork and they knew that when they contribute an image, 

it would go onto a series of screens and that those screens would be ever 

changing and the relationship that their image had once it went onto those 

screens would change and people would look at it in light of what it was 

next to or how it appeared in different contexts. 

 

Instagram use shares many of the characteristics of traditional visitor 

photography and through its digital, mobile functionality amplif ies the social aspects of 

photograph sharing and digital archiving (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). Corey understood 

that people used Instagram as an image archive: 

 

...to record and show where they are. 

 

Monroe agreed stating that she felt it was used: 
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...to record it (their experience) and to show people what I’ve been up to 

and the things that I’ve been doing.  

 

The content of these responses were consistent with the visitor participant categories, A 

descriptive and informative visual diary (4.2.4) and Authenticity and presentation of self 

(4.2.2). As one of the world’s largest image archives, Instagram closely related to the 

meaning behind the exhibition, and Monroe referred to this as a connection to Richter’s 

oeuvre: 

 

...we thought that there were some really interesting parallels between 

that impulse to archive and to use photography as a lens through which 

to capture images and I guess the way that people use social media and 

Instagram nowadays. 

 

The idea for the hashtag engagement activity came from the Public Programs 

team perception of ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962). As an extensive archive of 

photography and images collected by Gerhard Richter over a number of years (Burnett, 

2017), Corey explained that a link was created from the visitor to Instagram to the 

artwork:  

 

...the idea for this came from the ATLAS work in the exhibition...for us 

we’re always trying to think of ways of attracting a broader audience or 

making it a little bit more personal.  So, ATLAS seemed like a really good 

opportunity for that, trying to think about ways of again learning aspects, 

but it’s the idea of image sharing and kind of images that are moments in 

time and from anywhere the meaning completely being changed is 

something that anyone can relate to. Anyone can use Instagram but then 

to be able to [use it]. I suppose the other thing that the hashtag 

#lifeofimages project gave us the capability to do was show them on a 
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different platform so these images that would normally be on your  own 

feed, we kind of were creating a separate feed of images.  

 

The Curator’s account presented earlier in this chapter discussed how the 

hashtag didactic was placed in the entrance foyer as the curatorial team wanted to 

preserve control over the exhibition space. Corey mentioned that the Public Programs 

team would have preferred it to have been inside the exhibition alongside the ATLAS 

Overview (Richter, 1962), given its intimate connection to the activity:  

 

...we originally envisaged the project to be inside the exhibition space so 

to actually be on probably a smaller scale and to be right next to ATLAS 

and I think it would have had a very different effect had it been in there.  

 

Eisner and Dobbs (1988) posited the concept of silent pedagogy in the galle ry, 

this means “the use of non-spoken information that provides museum visitors with cues 

for perceiving, thinking about, and appreciating works of art” (p. 7). It is a powerful and 

pervasive concept which frames actions and activities initiated by gallery staff as 

connected to learning and the aesthetic experience. Corey talked about the silent 

pedagogy behind hashtag engagement activity, she pointed out that it was:  

 

 ...about people getting a deeper and practical understanding of what 

Richter was doing.  

 

The activity included sharing an image using the hashtag that could then be seen on 

video display screens (Figure 1, p. 50) alongside the images posted by other visitors. 

This further placed a social pedagogical element within the activity, encouraging v isitors 

to learn to appreciate the views of others (Serafinelli, 2017) and promoting the value 

subjectivity in art interpretation (Burnham, 1994).  
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Corey further explained the pedagogy within the hashtag engagement activity, as 

being designed to help visitors learn more about images. This was a key theme of the 

exhibition, the activity she said was set up: 

 

...as a way of connecting more with the exhibition and almost learning 

more about the artist’s intention for the way images can grow or the 

meaning of images can grow and change and develop…  

 

 This subsection presented how the Public Programs team embedded a 

pedagogy into the exhibition, using Instagram as a tool of engagement, highlighting how 

the gallery was affected by Instagram practices.  

4.3.3.2    Critical Understanding of Instagram. The Public Programs team, 

Monroe and Corey, had a critical understanding of visitors’ Instagram practices, which in 

turn affected the Gallery’s practices. Corey recognised that visitors were excited to share 

their gallery experiences, and to show others their proof that they participate in cultural 

events, validating the visitor participant data category Authenticity and presentation of 

self (4.2.2). Monroe also explained how visitors use Instagram to express themselves 

creatively, validating the visitor participant category Contemporary ways of engaging with 

art through Instagram (4.2.5): 

 

...Instagram helps people to look at things in a different way and helps 

people to have a more creative or artistic viewpoint. ... I think Instagram, 

the shape of the image and the fact that you have to choose a viewpoint 

encourages people to notice details of things that maybe they wouldn’t 

have otherwise. 

 

The Public Programs team planned and framed their activities through a 

conceptualised visitor experience and in order to do this had to consider “what kind of 

experience is desirable in an art museum” (Styliano-Lambert, 2017, p. 115); the 



203 
 

emancipated spectator (Ranciere, 2009) and ideal visitor (Van Rossem, 2016) are both 

published examples of how galleries conceptualise their visitors. In this case the Public 

Programs team imagined how a visitor might engage in/with Instagram, and in what ways 

Instagram was a desirable activity in the Gallery. Creating new ways to imagine the 

visitor promotes subjectivity and tries to remove privileged entry points from the 

experience (Burnham, 1994). An example of this is found when Monroe spoke about 

how: 

 

...from an engagement perspective Richter’s work can be quite 

academic.  

 

Using Instagram bought a new interpretive entry point into the exhibition, leveraging it to 

preference the visitor against the exhibition content. Monroe explained they wanted the 

visitor: 

 

...to feel empowered I guess when they visit and I think that social 

media and Instagram is a really great way to do that. It kind of, I guess, 

puts people a little bit more in the driver’s seat than maybe they would 

have in the past. 

 

Engaging with Instagram in this way continued to democratise the visitor experience, 

welcoming the visitor to bring something into the experience on their own terms 

(Ranciere, 2009). 

 The Public Programs team also expressed knowledge of the relationship 

between Instagram and space, and Monroe referenced how: 

 

...exhibition designers pay a lot of attention to sightlines when they’re 

designing a space. 
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Monroe spoke about the spatial relationship between Instagram and visitors, explaining 

the concept of looking-at versus participating-in which was also observed in the visitor 

participant data:  

 

Maybe it feels more like a looking-at exhibition as opposed to a  

participating-in exhibition. Whereas Kusama you very much felt like you 

were present as a participant in the whole exhibition. Whereas, and that’s  

what our project was trying to add that element of participation, because 

we knew that a lot of the exhibition itself would be about a more passive 

experience of looking.  

 

Museology scholar Kali Tzortzi (2017) wrote of a similar concept to that 

expressed above when researching spatial experience in museums, calling the 

comparison a “‘looking-at’ to ‘being-in’” (p. 495) shift in exhibition engagement. The idea 

of being-in a space is similar to the concept of an immersive experience and she 

considered that an immersive experience draws the attention of a visitor away from the 

images and words and into perception, sensing atmosphere, and space. The Public 

Programs team used Instagram to encourage visitors’ physical participation in the 

exhibition space, mindful that the artworks were predominantly a looking-at experience. 

It acknowledged both styles of appreciation, those wanting to look-at the artworks and 

those who wanted to participate in the exhibition. 

In summary, the Instagram practices of visitors affected the practices of the 

Gallery Public Programs team at this exhibition, further informing the answer to RQ3(b). 

The Gallery’s experience in using Instagram combined with their advanced 

understanding of visitor practices caused them to create an engagement activity that 

used Instagram as a pedagogical tool.  

4.3.4 Summary Discussion of Gallery Staff Participants’ Accounts.  

The above section informs my answers to RQ3(b), How do these practices impact 

on art galleries? where I argue that gallery curators were affected by visitors’ practice, 
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that they connected Instagram beyond the aesthetics of artworks by relating the 

exhibition narrative to visitor practices through community engagement (hashtags). They 

also prioritised accessibility and participation. Spatial layout was not affected in terms of 

sight lines, valence, and visitor movement, as many of the same considerations for non-

Instagram visitors applied to those using Instagram, but there were additional nuances 

considered such as didactic placement, digital wayfaring (Hjorth & Pink, 2012), and 

spatial theory.  

Spatial considerations also accounted for the allowance of visitor photography, a 

visual logic, and the curation of atmosphere within the exhibition. I t is further argued that 

the marketing function within galleries was affected as the popularity of Instagram 

amongst visitors prioritised it as a marketing channel supporting it with resources such 

as a professional photographer. Promoting exhibition related hashtags also helped 

galleries meet marketing objectives, both in attraction and analysis of the visitor 

experience. Marketing were finally affected in that they built capability and knowledge in 

this area and had a critical understanding of Instagram which helped determine a criteria 

for use. It was not used arbitrarily, but only if it was deemed a right fit. The final way 

visitor practices affected gallery practice was through the pedagogical application, 

Instagram had educational value for the gallery and functions were engaged in a 

pedagogical way to help the gallery meet its public programs objectives (Lemon, 2010). 

Once again, a critical understanding of the platform was displayed within Public 

Programs, this was used to determine the appropriateness of its fit when designing any 

engagement activity. 

4.4 Instagram and the future practice of art galleries 
This section coalesces the findings and literature presented in earlier sections 

and considers what effect this knowledge may have on the future practice in art galleries. 

In doing so, it informs the answer to RQ4 of the study, How does this knowledge affect 

the future practice of art galleries? This section is ordered into five main subsections, 

each one addresses a core category found within the gallery participant and visitor 

participant data: 
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• Art and the gallery: engaging audiences (4.4.1); 

• Sharing, sociality, and social pedagogy (4.4.2); 

• Aesthetic experience: knowing more through Instagram (4.4.3); 

• Instagramming, space, and the visitor (4.4.4); and  

• Influencing people with art (4.4.5).  

A core category “is central for the integration of other categories into a conceptual 

framework or theory grounded in the data. This core category determines and delimi ts 

the theoretical framework” (Hallberg, 2006, p. 143-144). What this means is that the 

categories presented in the sections above have been constantly compared to each 

other to form core categories which were cross referenced with the literature to inform 

the answer to RQ4. The purpose in comparing these core categories back into the 

literature is, as esteemed grounded theory scholar Kathy Charmaz (2014) writes, 

“through comparing other scholars’ evidence and ideas with your grounded theory, you 

may show where and how their ideas illuminate your theoretical categories and how your 

theory extends, transcends, or challenges dominant ideas in your field” (p. 305).   Finally, 

this section will present a summary discussion (4.4.6) which is a synthesis of the 

information presented in the following subsections. 

A concise visual diagram of the five core categories and their related primary 

visitor categories is represented in Figure 24. The purpose of this illustration is to invite 

further enquiry into and discussion of each of the theoretical constructs arising from this 

study. The diagram is not meant to represent that each category exists in an ordered or 

siloed manner. The richness and complexity of each category has been discussed 

above, both from the visitor’s and gallery participant’s perspective. It is hoped that by 

visualising the categories in this way, a holistic view of Instagram practices may give the 

reader broader insight into the gallery experience. The idea for this diagram was inspired 

by Roppola (2013) who created a similar illustration (Figure 6, p. 99) from her gallery 

visitor experience research using grounded theory.  
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Figure 24 

 

Five Core Categories of Art Gallery Visitors and Instagram 

 

 

 
 

4.4.1 Art and the Gallery: Engaging Audiences.  

There are two main ways that galleries can optimise Instagram to meet their 

engagement objectives. The first is to use Instagram as a communication tool, bringing 

new audiences to the gallery and deepening connections with existing ones. The second 

is to integrate Instagram, where appropriate, with gallery content including the artworks, 

public programs, and gallery spaces. Engagement in this section describes the process 
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when an individual’s experience causes them to interact with something in a conscious, 

physical, sensorial, and/or emotional way (Dewey, 1934; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; 

Hubard, 2007; Langer, 1953; Sontag, 1982). 

Galleries should feel enthusiastic about the engagement opportunities offered 

through Instagram. In this study, visitor Instagram practices led to deeper engagement 

with the gallery and exhibition content, which is a common goal for galleries (Burnham, 

1994). Instagram engagement offers galleries new ways to interact with the public 

(Budge & Burness, 2017), this is important as public galleries are part of the education 

system (Luckerhoff & Falk, 2016) and they have a need to remain relevant and 

accessible if they are to fulfill their lifelong learning objectives (Lemon, 2010). 

Galleries can be informed by this knowledge, and several considerations for 

future practice is offered below for review. For galleries, Instagram posts are “a source 

of useful information about their audience” (Chlebus-Grudzień, 2018, p. 10), they offer 

observable information about how visitors are engaging with the gallery, its content, and 

its spaces. There is an opportunity for galleries to extend their engagement with 

audiences through a post-visit conversation on Instagram; either publicly by commenting 

on user posts or through the direct messaging system. By doing so, galleries can further 

deepen engagement with visitors, extend their communication reach, and ask important 

questions about their visitors’ experience. 

Visitors represent engagement with gallery spaces on Instagram, the materiality 

of gallery space is not limited to the artworks, it includes objects such as entry tickets 

and stamps. Galleries should identify the materiality of their engageable space as visitors 

can be inspired by seemingly insignificant objects that they want to represent in creative 

ways on Instagram (Konjin et al., 2016).  

Instagram is a popular and preferred platform within a younger demographic 

(Brake, 2018; Perrin & Anderson, 2019), and from an audience sustainability perspective 

it offers galleries an ideal way to engage younger audiences and build inter-generational 

affinity (Lemon, 2013). Instagram is an innovative way to reach new audiences, 

regardless of their age. For example, scientists and science museum researchers have 
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been encouraged to post more selfies to the platform to humanize their profession and 

make their work more accessible to a broader audience (Jarreau et al., 2019). 

Instagram is a way for galleries to extend exhibition engagement beyond the 

physical visit, communicating with visitors earlier and later. Shared content builds pre-

exhibition engagement building anticipation and curiosity amongst visitors; and post-visit 

reflection. An engagement framework involving Instagram should be two-way, allowing 

visitors to engage in dialogue with gallery staff and vice versa (Jarreau et al., 2019). 

Engaging audiences through Instagram has access and equity benefits as some people 

may not be able to physically access the gallery for a range of reasons. Instagram allows 

people a way to reach the content and engage with it from outside the gallery (Lemon, 

2013). 

The hashtag engagement activity highlighted that exhibitions with complex 

content can use Instagram to make the content more accessible and encourage visitor 

participation. Future practice should consider Instagram engagement within an exhibition 

alongside other participatory activities such as drawing tools and augmented reality. A 

recent activity of note was the #NewSelfWales project held at the State Library of New 

South Wales, where library visitors were asked to add themselves to a public display 

using Instagram, and over 12,000 portraits were featured (State Library of NSW, 2018). 

The activity created a way for visitors to engage with the abstract project of discovering 

what the face of New South Wales looks like. 

Hashtags are an important consideration for any gallery engagement activity, 

encouraging hashtag use enables micro-communities to form around exhibition content, 

the ability to search and analyse visitor posts, and are a way for visitors to search and 

view the posts of others. The #thelifeofimages hashtag engagement activity observed in 

this study had a major impact on the observable Instagram practices. As a minimum a 

gallery should have a high-level hashtag such as #qagoma that is used to represent the 

QAGOMA overall, and one hashtag to represent an exhibition or engagement activity. 

Caution is advised in running more than one hashtag as this may confuse visitors, divert 

attention, and diminish internal support (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). Care should 
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also be taken not to use hashtags that represent popular words (unless of course this is 

the objective of the exhibition) as this will mix exhibition and non-related images and 

diminish the engagement. Unique hashtag composition is ideal that connects the 

exhibition content or narrative in a meaningful way to the hashtag. 

Galleries need to keep themselves aware of the fast rate of change experienced 

with popular media, although Instagram is relatively new, audiences could be drawn 

away by other technology in the future. For example, some of the functions within 

SnapChat that were attracting younger audiences to the platform were copied by 

Instagram and as a result they moved away from that platform to Instagram (Bell, 2018). 

As Alex the exhibition curator explained, being aware of the present and looking to 

emergent trends is important: 

 

...galleries and museums cannot afford to ignore that aspect of 

engagement and can, therefore, have to put some of their efforts into 

generating that engagement, encouraging that engagement. 

 

Highlighting the fast-changing technology environment, on June 20, 2018 during 

the completion of this study, Instagram added a new functionality called IGTV 

(Instagram, 2018c) which allows video content of up to an hour long. As this was not the 

focus of this study this function was not examined but it symbolises the constant 

development occurring within this environment and could be a significant addition to 

Gallery events and promotions. 

Photography and Instagram practices are deeply connected. Galleries need to 

be mindful of the benefits that visitor photography brings to engagement when 

developing their policies and staff cultural attitudes. If photography is not allowed it is 

often left to visitor services or security staff to enforce these policies which can intimidate 

visitors or make them feel they are experiencing art in an incorrect way (Lemon, 2013). 

The allowance of photography must take into consideration intellectual property 

permissions of the artist or gallery that may have loaned the artwork, so often this 
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decision is outside of the host gallery’s control. All gallery participants highlighted the 

importance of a collegial approach if photography is allowed, ensuring lighting and spatial 

design considerations are made to work alongside visitor photography; balancing the 

variety of, sometimes competing, needs of the curatorial, marketing, public programs, 

and visitor services teams. If the gallery is concerned about the interruption that visitor 

photography may cause to quiet contemplation, they could consider photography-free 

viewing times (Steinmetz, 2018), or educating their visitors on the outcomes of research 

in this field. 

This study does not suggest future practice must include Instagram as an 

engagement tool. As highlighted by the Gallery participants, it should be considered a 

right fit addressing concerns about the rise of smart device use. Also, the research that 

identif ied potential negative outcomes of photography such as memory impairment 

(Henkel, 2013), negative impacts on attention, memory, concentration, and physiology 

(Clayton et al., 2015). Long before the existence of smart devices prominent scholar 

Susan Sontag (1977) wrote of her concerns about photography, “needing to have reality 

confirmed and experience enhanced by photographs is aesthetic consumerism to which 

everyone is now addicted. Industrial societies turn their citizens into image-junkies; it is 

the most irresistible form of mental pollution” (p. 24). Research is ongoing into 

photography and smart device use, with continued empirical analysis more knowledge 

will become available for critical analysis by galleries. Galleries should consider all sides 

of the available research and consider how and if smart device use fits with their 

objectives, looking beyond any moral panic (Burness, 2016). 

Engaging with content through photography has been found to stimulate curiosity 

and motivation to learn (Leighton, 2007; Vartianinen & Enkenberg, 2014). Encouraging 

visitors to engage with art using Instagram is a form of learning through involvement 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1999) and photography helps visitors to make meaning 

beyond what is experienced in the gallery (Lemon, 2013). In this study, I have discussed 

the concept of Instagrammable moments and how these relate to galleries; they act as 

a “hook” (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1999, p. 72) for galleries to engage such 
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audiences. Galleries could look for what aspects of an exhibition may be an 

Instagrammable moment in the knowledge that this form of engagement can spread 

more effectively through Instagram. The GOMA staff that participated in this study had a 

positive attitude towards Instagram and they expect to continue to engage with the 

platform at future exhibitions if it is the right fit.  

4.4.2 Sharing, Sociality, and Social Pedagogy.  

Sharing is central to Instagram use, it was the most prevalent category for visitors 

in this study and was related to the other categories developed in this study. The pro-

social functionality drives much of the user experience and presents unique opportun ities 

for future gallery practice. The sociality underlying the platform also connects with social 

pedagogy elements present in galleries and amongst audiences. Galleries should be 

motivated to explore the sharing potential of Instagram, as they must evolve traditional 

communication models to remain relevant in modern society (Russo et al., 2008). Gallery 

social media use should not be limited to one-way communication (gallery to audience) 

as it has been in the past (Fletcher & Lee, 2012). The findings under this category 

suggest the following considerations for galleries and their future practices.  

Self-presentation or self-representation is one of the strongest motivating factors 

in Instagram use (Lee et al., 2015), as individuals like to share posts that connect to their 

identity and amplify aspects of their personality (Goffman, 1959). Galleries should be 

aware of research which argues that photographs taken for self-presentational purposes 

reduces a person’s enjoyment of their experience (Barasch  et al., 2017), although this is 

debatable as it presumes that such behaviour is not itself an equally important part of 

the experience. Either way, this highlights the potential for a gallery to connect to the 

self-presentation practices of their visitors, recognising that visitors see part of 

themselves and their identity within the gallery. 

Sharing and hashtags have an important relationship, which is important for 

galleries to understand as hashtags can help to build online communities and provide 

the gallery with a rich source of information to help evaluate the visitor experience. 

Visitors who use hashtags do so to either participate in a community or to add extra-
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textual meaning to their posts, if they use institutionally guided hashtags they create and 

archive a group re-telling of the exhibition experience. If used poorly they can confuse 

and divide the attention of audiences. 

Sharing by visitors should be generally supported and encouraged. Similarly, 

policies that affect sharing should be prioritised such as visitor photography, 

complementary free wireless access, and image rights/licences. Sharing on Instagram 

has mutually beneficial outcomes and multiple parties get something out of sharing 

(John, 2017). Peer-to-peer sharing is one of the strongest forms of marketing and has 

an underlying social pedagogy. Sharing promotes subjectivity in the aesthetic experience 

and encourages people to value the experiences of others (Burnham, 1994). Sharing 

has reported benefits such as boosting an indiv idual’s mood, enhancing meaning 

(Lambert et. al. 2013; Reis et. al., 2010), and fosters perceived enjoyment. Sharing can 

inspire others to come and experience the exhibition for themselves (Lillebo & Linde, 

2016) or for those who cannot make the exhibition, a place to view parts of the 

experience through the eyes of others; these are access and equity benefits (Lemon, 

2013). People also value being able to visualise an experience before deciding whether 

to undertake it, something that posts on Instagram can help with (Konjin et al., 2016). 

Visitors reported a reflective stage before posting any images they had taken at 

the gallery to Instagram and galleries could consider creative incubator spaces (Hjorth & 

Pink, 2012) where visitors could be invited to reflect on their experience. These spaces 

could include things like power recharge stations which are attractive to smart device 

owners, and content ideas such as custom stickers to use within posts. Custom stickers 

are images that can be overlaid on top of photographs prior to posting them to Instagram. 

Sharing has the benefit of stimulating conversations beyond the physical visit 

(Lemon, 2010) and when we share more about ourselves and our experiences with 

others, it makes it easier for people to know more about us. Sharing should be 

encouraged as there is inherent value created through individuals sharing their opinions, 

personal associations, interpretations, affinity, and reflections of art (Lemon, 2014).  
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The more galleries can understand the sharing practices of their visitors the more 

they will be able to align their experiences with visitor expectations (Arias, 2018). 

Through fostering sharing practices galleries can achieve several objectives for 

themselves and their visitors.  

4.4.3 Aesthetic Experience: Knowing More Through Instagram.  

Understanding the aesthetic experience is of central importance to the future of 

art galleries (Csikszentmihalyi & Hermanson, 1999) even though it is an abstract concept 

that is diff icult to define (Stylianou-Lambert, 2017). This study has shown that galleries 

can learn more about the aesthetic experience through the lens of Instagram and by 

doing so, be better positioned to engage with their audiences. This is despite  some 

arguments that have been made framing photography as detrimental to the aesthetic 

experience (Gibson, 2013; Lay, 2014). Scholars have argued that the goal of an 

aesthetic experience for an individual is knowing (Consoli, 2014; Hubard, 2015), and this 

study aligned with that meaning, showing that Instagram was used by visitors to know 

more about their aesthetic experience. Notably it was found that the aesthetic experience 

through Instagram was evolved, adding new layers to the experience and extended the 

experience starting earlier and finishing later. The findings under this category suggest 

the following considerations for galleries and their future practices. 

There were three distinct phases of the aesthetic experience that were affected 

by Instagram use: before, during, and after. The three Instagram phases have been 

previously identif ied in other research albeit in a transmedia experience context 

(Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). Through considering visitors’ Instagram practices 

within these three phases galleries should be able to align their engagement activities 

more effectively to improve their visitors’ experience. 

An important finding in this study was the reflective Instagram phase identified by 

visitor participants, and galleries could consider aligning an activity or spaces in the 

knowledge that visitors will seek to reflect on their experience. If visitors are not reflecting 

on their experience, then this is an opportunity for the gallery to engage them with this 

concept. For example, Burnham (1994) advocated for arts educators to embrace the 
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concept of slowing visitors down when viewing art, allowing time and dialogue to evolve 

their aesthetic experience. Harper, the Gallery Marketing Manager also considered the 

idea of reflection further: 

 

...you’ve actually prompted something very interesting for me is like,  

so what is this reflection period and what if you’re posting and could the  

gallery be providing anything more during that moment? 

 

Smart device ownership is already significant, and it continues to grow as does 

the demand from visitors for aesthetic experiences that align with their social media 

objectives. Galleries that evaluate visitor expectations should consider how aligning with 

this knowledge could improve their performance in this measure as they are 

demonstrating that they understand their visitors’ expectations (Arias, 2018; Van House  

et al., 2005). 

Instagram can be used as a mobile learning tool aligned to the aesthetic 

experience, as the application contains functionality that supports photography, image 

editing, video, writing, and conversation (Pierroux et al., 2011). For example, the New 

York Public Library (2018) developed a series of digitized novels within their Instagram 

account as Stories (New York Public Library, 2018). A common post to Instagram by 

visitors was of the artworks that is, object-oriented images (Budge, 2017; Budge & 

Burness, 2017). Gallery Instagram accounts could consider how the content they post 

aligns to the interest in art objects, and their intricacies and material detail.  

Hermeneutics were observed as part of the aesthetic experience and the 

Instagram practices of visitors. Galleries should be aware of hermeneut ics and its 

influence, as visitors may come with the objective of repeating an experience they have 

seen on Instagram. This could affect the way the gallery coordinates its visitor services, 

for example the Barack and Michelle Obama’s Smithsonian portraits required a special 

queuing system for visitors wanting a photograph with the painting (Quito, 2018). 

Galleries could also look to how they may set the trend on Instagram, through engaging 
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with Instagram users before an exhibition opens and promoting some pre-exhibition 

experiences that create an iconic image that others may want to visit to repeat.   

Galleries need to be aware of the audience segment that believes using a device 

brings detriment to the aesthetic experience. It challenges the gallery to be open to the 

subjectivity of aesthetic experience and accommodating of multiple entry points 

(Burnham, 1994). These beliefs are centred around the idea that photography is not 

conducive to quiet contemplation and personal encounter (Rosenbloom, 2014) and that 

it interrupts those visitors who want a clear uninterrupted view (Bailey, 2014). Noise and 

tension are examples of the effect of visitor photography (Stylianou-Lambert, 2016) but 

galleries could accommodate this with other design means, such as photography free 

viewing times. 

Instagram helped to evolve the aesthetic experience of visitors, meaning it 

created a deeper more distinctive encounter for the viewer (Burnham, 1994). In the 

context of digital images and learning, Lemon (2010, 2013, 2014) uses the term 

“scaffolding” (2010, p. 75) to describe how images of one’s own experiences can help 

scaffold “language, reflection, metacognition and thinking” (2014, p. 148) within the 

individual.  

The rise in Instagram styled aesthetic experiences has led some commentators 

to argue that an existential dilemma for galleries has been created, on the one hand they 

attract paying audiences, but on the other they are seen as transactional and gimmicky 

(Hess, 2018). Throughout this study, public comments made on social media have been 

observed that are negative towards the rise in Instagram use in the gallery, none of which 

were made by participants. A possible reason for the polarised debate is the false 

dichotomy that attempts to separate the physical and digital experiences of an individual 

(Weilenmann & Hillman, 2019). For example, research into experiences shared online 

considered that the act of thinking about sharing when taking photographs during an 

experience reduced or interrupted the enjoyment of that experience. This frames sharing 

as external to the experience when it could be considered as much a part of the 

experience the person is having as anything else (Barasch et al., 2017). Participants in 
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this study reported an enjoyment of using Instagram as part of their aesthetic experience, 

not as separate to the experience. Further research is needed to determine what is and 

what is not an aesthetic experience, being cautious of arbitrarily ordering parts of an 

experience in an off line/ online duality. 

4.4.4 Instagramming, Space, and the Visitor.  

Space had an important role in this study as Instagram visitor practices were 

observed alongside theoretical concepts of space. In doing so, this was the first study to 

address spatial theory against Instagram practice in the gallery. Space has long been a 

consideration for galleries especially from a design perspective, although not so much in 

a digital context (Falk & Dierking, 2000). The concept of space as observed in this study 

includes visitor flow, valence, atmosphere, sight lines, and object-orientation (Budge, 

2017), as well as the spatial contexts of looking-at art and being-in an art space. The 

findings under this category suggest the following considerations for galleries and their 

future practices. 

Instagram visitors are attracted to atmosphere as much as they are to artworks 

(Rabinowitz, 2013). Atmosphere is created in a variety of ways. Through lighting as seen 

in the ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962) room and through contemplation highlighted by 

the room holding the Birkenau (Richter, 2014) works. Both atmospheres were 

represented on Instagram by visitor participants. Part of the attraction of pop-up 

museums is the immersive atmospheric experiences they create (Yurieff, 2018), 

galleries may consider what the atmospheric elements are within their exhibit ions. Two-

dimensional artwork exhibitions, like the one in this study, are just as able to generate 

atmosphere within the gallery space as three-dimensional ones. 

Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic model of space is a useful way to understand the visitor 

Instagram experience. In this study, the curators used a spatial model to imagine the 

space of the exhibition and how the visitors would move through and experience the 

content. When designing and configuring exhibition spaces gallery staff should imagine 

how visitors who are Instagramming may experience the space, then observe their 

practices and see what aligns and what is different in how the space is experienced. This 
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knowledge is powerful in understanding visitors more and in working with them to meet 

their expectations (Arias, 2018).   

Object-orientation (Budge, 2017) informs that visitors will use photography to 

obtain close-up images looking for intricate detail in the objects. Galleries already take 

steps to protect works from damage that may be caused by visitors, but additional 

precautions may need to be taken to accommodate photography (Stylianou-Lambert, 

2017). For example, lines were subsequently put in place at this exhibition for the 

tapestry artworks (Richter, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d) to maintain a safe distance for 

visitors from the art as explained by Alex, the Curator: 

 

Well, those lines on the floor weren’t there in the beginning of the 

show next to the tapestry so they went in because people just got sucked 

in and I mean I don’t know how effective they are but presumably it 

reminds people when they look down, to step back a bit. 

 

The curatorial team used a model (Figure 22, p. 181) to map the spatial practices 

of visitors. A future practice may be to include the knowledge of Instagram use, for 

example at the Smithsonian Museum queues were put in place around the space of the 

Obama portraits to cope with the demand from visitors to be photographed with the 

paintings (Quito, 2018). 

Consideration should be given to the use and placement of Instagram didactics 

and spatial theory is useful to inform this. As was seen in this study, there were positive 

benefits reported about the #thelifeofimages didactic. Valence explains how Instagram 

users are attracted into spaces that offer affordances in line with their objectives. So -

called dead space could be brought to life with an Instagram didactic, however as spatial 

theory highlights galleries need to be aware that despite conceptualising how a space 

will be used by visitors it is not until visitors use the space that it will be realised. A 

recommendation here may be to pre-test exhibitions with a healthy sized audience of 

visitors to gain insight into how space is used and if need be make adjustments. 
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 The connection between space, visitors, and Instagram is theoretically 

compelling and through this study we were able to extend traditional models and 

understandings of space, movement, and design, and apply them in a digital 

environment. Through developing a greater understanding of how visitors use and 

perceive space, galleries are positioned to create new knowledge in this discipline. 

4.4.5 Influencing People With Art.   

The future practice of art galleries can be informed by Instagram’s ability to 

influence, this is increasingly important as more people look to Instagram to help them 

make decisions (Casaló et al., 2018). Some visitors used Instagram to influence others 

to attend the exhibition, and some were influenced to attend by either the gallery or other 

visitors, and as Alex explained influence is important to the work of galleries:  

  

...obviously the more people who go to see Gerhard Richter, the better 

from my point of view because I’m hoping to stimulate people’s interests 

and I’m really at a very basic level just wanting to make sure that people 

know about how extraordinary his work is….  

 

Influence means the degree to which information that is provided by the 

influencer is persuasive enough to affect the decision making, attitudes, and behaviours 

of the receiver (Casaló et al., 2018; Godey et al., 2016; Rogers & Cartano, 1962). The 

gallery may use influence on Instagram to encourage more people to be interested in 

art, through marketing, sharing, and pre/post-exhibition promotion. Individuals may also 

aim to persuade others to be more interested in art using their influence on Instagram 

through what they share and how they are perceived by their audience. Galleries should 

consider how influence on Instagram fits in their overall engagement strategy, not just in 

a social media context. As seen in other industries, if influence is done well by a gallery 

it is a way to attract more visitors and increase the value placed on the ar ts experiences. 

The findings under this category suggest the following considerations for galleries and 

their future practices. 
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Galleries without an account on Instagram should consider creating one as it 

enables the promotion and sharing of its content and allows influence to be extended 

into the Instagram community and beyond. Having a professional photographer or 

person with Instagram expertise is a distinct advantage to the aesthetic that is created in 

the account and will assist in building an audience (Manovich, 2017). As Harper, the 

Marketing Manager pointed out, the institutional account should act like a friend in the 

know and the institution should not be afraid of taking some risks within the medium. In 

order to build influence on Instagram, research has indicated that “perceived originality 

and uniqueness” (Casaló et al., 2018, p. 7) in posts are key factors. Galleries are well 

positioned to produce original and unique content, and as such be perceived as 

influential through what they recommend and post. 

Instagram can be used by galleries to build affinity and foster para-social 

relationships with their visitors, extending a more intimate connection between people 

and the gallery, and reinforcing “social constructs that affirm likeability and connection” 

(Herrera, 2017, p. 23). Galleries could offer inexperienced artists and curators training in 

using Instagram, given its potential significance to them, their work, and their audience 

(Herrera, 2017). 

Instagram can influence new and younger audiences to become interested with 

art. Recent research into science museums and the science profession argued that 

through Instagram more people can be influenced to be interested in science content 

(Jarreau et al., 2019). Galleries should take note of their research findings and this study 

and be motivated to use Instagram as a tool of influence.  

Influencers can shape the behaviour of their audiences through the content they 

post. Curators and other gallery staff would make ideal influencers given their insider 

knowledge and behind the scenes access to gallery content. An influencer is not defined 

by their number of followers, although this does help. Allowing an audience to put a face 

to a profession can improve engagement outcomes (Jarreau et al., 2019).  

Visitors are powerful actors in the influence ecology on Instagram, it is a powerful 

form of marketing. What they share can influence others. If an object or experience in 
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the gallery is seen to be popular and posted to Instagram by a number of visitors, the 

hermeneutic circle (Urry, 1990; Thurlow & Jaworski, 2011) informs us that those who 

view it may be inf luenced to visit with a goal of repeating or reinterpreting the same 

experience; which in itself has intrinsic rewards for the visitor (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Hermanson, 1999). This aspect could be leveraged prior to an exhibition opening. The 

gallery could consider what are the Instagrammable moments and offer some Instagram 

visitors access in the hope that they discover an experience and post. Authenticity is key 

as if this is seen as choreographed, forced, or inauthentic it would dilute this impact.  

Instagram can influence interdepartmental collegiality as it has the ability to bring 

together departments such as marketing, public programs, curatorial, and visitor services 

to achieve common goals or prioritise activity. It also influences post-exhibition reviews 

as data can be collected from Instagram providing analytics of visitor engagement. 

For the gallery, a key to evolving influence through Instagram is to consider the 

platform as three channels of communication; gallery to users, users to the gallery, and 

users to users. Using Instagram as a one-way channel of communication limits its 

potential, as two-way communication enables the gallery and visitor to work together to 

achieve their respective goals (Arias, 2018). Fostering and cultivating user to user, or 

visitor to visitor influence strengthens the galleries ’ influence within the community. 

Research into influence on Instagram and more broadly social media is an 

emerging area. The notion of influence builds on existing research that has examined 

the concept of key opinion leaders. Future research could focus on the role of influence 

in cultural institutions, as this study has highlighted that there are benefits for visitors, 

artists, gallery staff , and galleries.  

4.4.6 Summary Discussion of Instagram and the Future Practice of Art Galleries.  

The above section informs my answer to RQ4 and the core categories that were 

discussed represent how the knowledge gained in this study could affect the future 

practice of art galleries. It is argued that Instagram offers galleries new methods and 

models of engagement with audiences, and in the hands of the visitor it can be used as 

a tool for their engagement with art and the gallery. Instagram amplifies and modernises 
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sharing practices and further has a capability to cultivate communities around art. The 

sociality of Instagram has benefits pedagogically for the gallery, and if used appropriately 

it can align with learning and education objectives. It is also argued that galleries can 

know more about the aesthetic experience of their visitors through Instagram; it extends 

and evolves the experience, and enables visitors to know more about art and the gallery. 

In accordance with spatial theory, it was considered that Instagram offers the gallery a 

contemporary way of considering the visitor experience, one that reflects the connected 

and mobile nature of the modern visitor. Finally, Instagram enhances the concept of 

influence for galleries, as they can use Instagram to influence more people to be 

interested in art and the gallery and visitors can influence their peer networks to engage 

with art, partnering with the gallery to achieve mutual goals. 

This chapter has discussed how and why Instagram is used by gallery visitors, 

and how those practices affected visitors and the gallery, finishing with how this 

knowledge may affect future gallery practice. The first section presented a summary of 

the performance of the research methodology and theoretical framework, a notable 

aspect was the successful use of Instagram to engage with participant observations and 

interviews. The second section related to RQ1, RQ2, and RQ3(a), where a combined 

method of ethnography (visual)-grounded theory was used to present and discuss nine 

categories that encapsulate the theory within the observed visitor practices. The third 

section related to RQ3(b), where seven categories resulting from participant interviews 

held with key gallery staff involved with the exhibition were presented and discussed. 

The final section addressed RQ4, presenting five core categories that coalesce all 

previous code categories in the chapter and the earlier literature review chapter . These 

core categories were discussed to inform future gallery practice with the knowledge 

discovered in this study.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

5.1 Introduction 

In the final chapter of this thesis, the key findings of this study are summarised 

against a review of the research aims. The answers to the research questions are 

presented and the significance of this study in a theoretical and methodological context  

is discussed. Following this, the limitations and future research opportunities identified 

as a result of this study are outlined, before making concluding remarks.  

In this thesis, the Instagram practices of art gallery visitors has been investigated. 

Further, the relationships between visitor Instagram practices, sharing, aesthetic 

experience, and space has been examined. The key staff roles within the gallery were 

explored and how Instagram practices affected visitors and their work was considered. 

Finally, the affect of this knowledge on the future practices of galleries and their visitors 

was discussed. 

5.2 Summary of Key Learnings 

The purpose of this thesis was to explore a gap in the research around art gallery 

visitors’ use of Instagram. A deeper understanding of the role of Instagram in the gallery 

experience was uncovered. As Weilenmann et al. (2013), Burness (2016), Budge (2017, 

2018a, 2018b), Budge and Burness (2017), and Vrana et al. (2019) have noted, the 

research into the use of Instagram by art gallery visitors is limited. The lite rature gap 

meant that through this thesis we can know more about Instagram practices and the art 

gallery experience. The specific focus in this thesis on the theoretical areas of aesthetic 

experience, sharing, and space were the result of the literature review and grounded 

theory analysis in the study. 

5.2.1 Review of Research Aims.  

This study was guided by three main aims: 

1. To explore art gallery visitors’ use of Instagram; 

2. To understand the impact of Instagram use on the gallery and visitors; and  
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3. To explore how the knowledge discovered as a result of this study could affect 

future gallery practices.  

5.2.2 Key Learnings. 

Outlined below are four key learnings that were identif ied as a result of 

completing this study. 

5.2.2.1    Key Learning 1: An aesthetic experience can be extended and evolved 

through using Instagram 

 This is an important learning as it transcends the framing of Instagram use at the 

gallery as a practice centred on sharing images. By way of example, consider how a 

pencil and notebook can become the tools of a person viewing art, potentially helping 

them to know more about the experience that they are having; through reflective writing, 

sketching, and note-taking. It was learnt that Instagram has the capability of being a tool 

within the aesthetic experience. It does this through photography, viewing the images of 

others, structuring affinity, journalling, reflection, reflective writing, creativity,  movement, 

and sociality. Instagram also opens a new digital space for an individual to extend and 

evolve their aesthetic experience.  

 The reason this key learning is highlighted as important is that it opens up new 

ways to explore and understand the aesthetic experience. The aesthetic experience is 

intimately connected with the way most individuals learn about the world and themselves 

(Consoli, 2014). As such, through Instagram there is the opportunity to further investigate 

the relationship between technology and learning in different environments and contexts. 

This learning builds upon the work of Lemon (2010, 2013, 2014), who through her 

research has highlighted connections between digital photography and learning.   

Emphasis is placed on two outcomes within this key learning as it represents new 

knowledge. That is, that Instagram use for some gallery visitors (1) extended and (2) 

evolved their aesthetic experience. This builds on Burnham’s (1994) work regarding the 

evolution of an individual’s aesthetic experience. According to Burnham (1994), an 

individual evolves their aesthetic experience through “increased revelation and 

awareness” (p. 523). Burnham (1994) argues that evolving an aesthetic experience is of 
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“paramount importance” (p. 523). This means that as the individual interrogates and 

seeks more information, they move closer to knowing their experience. My study showed 

that Instagram is a way for individuals to increase their revelation and awareness when 

faced with art. 

The work of Consoli (2014) is also relevant to this key learning in  that he 

considered ways that the aesthetic experience could be extended through technology. 

My study showed that Instagram is a technology through which an aesthetic experience 

can be extended; extension as occurring both in space and time. For example, 

participants in this study noted how their aesthetic experience started earlier and finished 

later through Instagram. Extension can also be framed as the result of Instagram and 

the individual forming a hybrid system (Clark & Chalmers, 1998), where they interface 

through a new or adjusted way of seeing. This key learning is important as it means the 

aesthetic experience combined with technology (in this case Instagram) can be 

understood as metarepresentational (Consoli, 2014) - physical, social, imaginary, and 

digital. 

5.2.2.2    Key Learning 2: Art gallery visitors use Instagram to promote, raise 

awareness, and help others to know more about art, artists, galleries and the aesthetic 

experience. 

This key learning was identif ied as it highlights that galleries can partner with their 

audience to achieve mutually beneficial objectives (Arias, 2018). For the gallery, 

engaging peer to peer endorsement and referral is an authentic and trustworthy form of 

marketing. Many visitors use Instagram to express to others their affinity for art and the 

gallery experience. In this way, they are altruistically helping to promote and create 

awareness for the art, artist, gallery and/or the aesthetic experience. They are visitor 

ambassadors. 

The value of this key learning goes beyond its potential to help a gallery 

meet marketing objectives. There is educational value in visitors acting as ambassadors 

as they use Instagram to endorse and encourage others to experience art. In Chapter 1: 

Introduction, it was noted how public galleries are key institutions of lifelong learning in 
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society. It was also noted that there is a need for those wanting a secure place for the 

arts within our education system to actively contribute to and support its future. Instagram 

gives such people a platform and a space to build an audience and spread their advocacy 

and affinity for art. 

As discussed in the literature review, the concept of key opinion leaders or 

influencers (the popular nomenclature) on Instagram is relatively well established 

(Abidin, 2016, 2017). What distinguishes this key learning from the established 

knowledge in this area is through its identif ied connection to the aesthetic experience. 

Typically, influencers on Instagram are associated with a larger than average number of 

followers. In this study influence was practised despite not having a high number of 

followers. This means that a large audience is not a pre-condition for influence practices, 

they can be a means to, and ends within, the aesthetic experience; it may be better 

characterised as para-influencer practices. 

This key learning is important as the social benefits of influence practices on 

Instagram are still not clearly understood. In some areas influence has been associated 

with spreading mis-information (Fratatoni, 2019) and promoting unrealistic lifestyles 

(Chae, 2018). Recent research has noted the opportunities for using influence for 

positive means in the science museum/ profession (Jarreau et al., 2019) and neuro-

science profession (Yakar et al., 2020). This key learning builds on this research by 

highlighting the opportunities on Instagram to stimulate, support, and foster influence 

practices amongst arts professionals and the general public. 

5.2.2.3    Key Learning 3: Instagram use has educational value and can be 

connected with the gallery/ exhibition pedagogy. 

In this study, Instagram at the exhibition was used by the gallery and visitors as 

a learning tool. The gallery made an educational link between visitors’ use of Instagram 

and the exhibition content, in part to make the content of the exhibition more accessible. 

In particular, the hashtag engagement activity at the exhibition highlighted how the 

gallery aligned Instagram use with an educational outcome. The educational purpose of 
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the activity was to help visitors understand how the meaning of images can change over 

time and to assist visitors in reaching a deeper understanding of the exhibition content.   

Through the hashtag engagement activity, the GOMA team showed how 

Instagram practices can be shaped. Visitors reported being influenced by the gallery’s 

Instagram education activity and further highlighted their own learning outcomes through 

using Instagram as part of their gallery experience. Previous research has examined 

Instagram use in a learning/ educational context and reported positive outcomes (Bell, 

2013; Byrd & Denney, 2018; Erarslan, 2019; Mansor & Abd Rahim, 2017; Serpagli, 

2017). Whilst education was not a primary focus of my study, this key learning adds to 

the established knowledge that Instagram has potential as a learning tool. Galleries and 

arts educators who are looking for new ways to meet educational objectives should be 

enthusiastic about this key learning. It highlights that Instagram use has pedagogical 

value when framed in a learning context.  

5.2.2.4    Key Learning 4: Instagram use affects the way a visitor mediates 

gallery space. 

The spatial context of the gallery experience is well acknowledged (Budge, 

2018b; Scorch, 2013; Tröndle, 2014; Tröndle et al., 2012; Tröndle et al., 2014; Tzortzi, 

2014). Various studies have shown the ways in which a visitor’s experience of space 

may be affected in the gallery; for example, the presence of other visitors (Bitgood, 1993; 

vom Lehn et al., 2001). In this study, a connection between visitor Instagram practices 

and spatial theory was observed. This connection is shown through the ways in which 

Instagram use influences individuals’ perceptions, conceptualisations, and use of space. 

Participants in this study reported thinking about Instagram as they moved through the 

gallery, looking out for Instagram photograph opportunities.  

This is an important key learning as it builds on established theories of space 

(Gibson, 1977; Kidder, 2009; Lefebvre, 1991; Lewin, 1936). It extends the theory of 

space into a digital context. Instagram users have a dialectical relationship with the 

gallery in a similar way that skateboarders (Borden, 2001) and bike messengers (Kidder, 

2009) do with a city’s structure. Visitors using Instagram are both enabled and 
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constrained by the gallery space as they move through the exhibition. They are drawn 

into spaces by Instagram affordances (Gibson, 1977) and shaped by positive and 

negative valence (Lewin, 1936). Gallery space can be appropriated by visitors against 

its intended conception by gallery staff. This is a classic aspect of Lefebvre’s (1991) 

theory of space. Despite the efforts of gallery staff to design Instagram spaces or 

encourage Instagram use, visitors will re-imagine and re-interpret space so as to 

construct experiences that meet their own objectives. 

Post-visit reflection is a salient example where Instagram affects the experience 

of space. Some visitor participants reported taking images whilst at the exhibition but not 

uploading them to Instagram straight away. They waited until after they had had time to 

reflect upon the images before choosing what to post. This reflective phase created 

“creative incubation” (Hjorth & Pink, 2014, p. 53) or production spaces. Further, post-

production social and reflection spaces were created as users would engage in 

interactions about their post. This learning has relevance for arts educators, gallery 

designers, and curators. It highlights a potential need for spaces of contemplation or 

reflection that are extending the aesthetic experience of the gallery visitor. 

5.3 Answering the Research Questions 

The following subsections present answers to each of the research questions.  

5.3.1 Answer to RQ1- What Are the Current Practices of Art Gallery Visitors Using 

Instagram? 

The following is a list of the Instagram practices of art gallery visitors identified in 

this study. Visitors use Instagram when visiting a gallery to: 

• archive their visit, record details and information about what they saw and 

experienced; 

• express affinity for the artworks, artist, and gallery; 

• signal authenticity to their chosen identity and manage others’ 

impressions of them; 
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• engage with art in a contemporary way, intersecting technology with 

orthodox forms of art appreciation and interpretation; 

• evolve and/or extend their aesthetic experience; 

• create photographic images that are personal and/or aesthetically 

pleasing; 

• promote, create awareness, and influence others to the artworks, artist, 

and gallery experience; 

• amplify their social experience by sharing it with an identif ied and/or 

imagined audience; and 

• mediate their movement through gallery space. 

5.3.2 Answer to RQ2 - Why do Visitors Use Instagram to Experience the Art 

Gallery?  

There are three main reasons why visitors use Instagram when they visit an art 

gallery: to extend and evolve their aesthetic experience (5.3.2.1), to share their 

experience (5.3.2.2), and to mediate gallery space (5.3.2.3). Further explanation of each 

of these three reasons is presented below. 

5.3.2.1    Evolving and Extending the Aesthetic Experience. A reason that 

visitors use Instagram is to extend and/or evolve their aesthetic experience. Extending 

and/or evolving an aesthetic experience helps a visitor to know more about their 

experience of art. This is important as the goal of an aesthetic experience is knowing 

(Consoli, 2014). Through using Instagram, a visitor may build knowledge, understanding, 

and make sense of art on their own terms. 

Extending an aesthetic experience means starting it earlier  and/or finishing it 

later. An example of an experience starting earlier is a visitor who checks out an 

exhibition on Instagram before they visit. In addition, someone who reflects on what to 

post to Instagram, or who engages with others about their post after they have visited, 

extends their experience.  

Evolving an aesthetic experience means “increased revelation and awareness” 

(Burnhan, 1994, p. 523). By using Instagram, a visitor may be more observant and 
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attentive to detail because they are looking for a moment or experience to capture. Digital 

photography (Lemon, 2010) and reflective writing (Consoli, 2014) have both been found 

to evolve an aesthetic experience. In this study, Instagram-centred activities that led to 

an evolved aesthetic experience were photography, image editing, writing, reflective 

thinking, sharing, socialising, posing, increased awareness and observation. In short, 

visitors use Instagram in the gallery because it complements, aligns, and amplifies their 

experience of art. 

 5.3.2.2    Sharing Experience Through Instagram. The second reason visitors 

use Instagram at the gallery is that it aligns with their sharing objectives. Visitors want to 

share their experiences with others or themselves and Instagram provides them with a 

modern way to do this. Sharing an art experience on Instagram can be a social act (Falk, 

2011, 2016; Sintas et al., 2014; vom Lehn et al., 2001), and/or a highly personalised 

journaling or memorialising practice.  

In this study, the understanding of sharing on Instagram was framed as a two-

way practice; I share images with others for them to view, and I share in the images of 

others by viewing them. Visitors’ Instagram sharing practices can be understood through 

the imagined audience, structured affinity, and influencing. Imagining an audience is a 

key practice for gallery Instagram users (Litt, 2012). Visitors imagine what their gallery 

experience would look like to an audience on Instagram. Sharing with an imagined 

audience invites others into two-way communication and further dialogue both on 

Instagram and offline.  

The content that a visitor shares can be explained as stance-taking (Thurlow & 

Jaworski, 2011) or broadcasting. The visitor is literally or figuratively saying something 

about themselves and the way they think or signalling authenticity to their chosen 

identity. The important point is that whomever the user thinks that they are sharing with, 

however nuanced, shapes the content and reason for sharing. 

Another reason why visitors share their gallery experience through Instagram is 

to structure affinity. The visitor uses Instagram as a channel to communicate affinity for 

the artworks, artist, and/or gallery. In the case of expressions of affinity for the artist these 
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are para-social acts or forms of bonding. In the literature review, it was identif ied how 

Instagram in the music industry was used to imagine para-social relationships between 

fans and the musical artist (Morris, 2014; Salo et al., 2013). Para-sociality in a social 

media context signifies the existence of an illusory or imagined relationship between two 

people (Horton & Wohl, 1956; Usher, 2018). It is similar to the concept of the imagined 

audience as the user cannot be sure whom they communicating to, or whether their 

affinity has any effect. It signifies a social practice that some visitors engage with 

regardless of any outcome. It is a means rather than an ends. Structuring affinity is a 

sharing practice that is emotionally loaded and is an important practice for galleries that 

seek to strengthen and deepen connections into the community. 

 Influencing is the final practice that explains why visitors use Instagram to share 

their experience. Visitors use Instagram to directly influence others to see the exhibition 

for themselves or apply implicit influence by amplifying the imagined positive aspects of 

their experience. As mentioned in the literature review, influencing is typically associated 

with Instagram users who have larger than average numbers of followers. However, this 

precondition is arbitrary. Influence can be practiced regardless of the number of followers 

and similar to structuring affinity, it may only be practised as a means to an end; the user 

having the belief that it will work. Influencing signifies a real or imagined relationship of 

trust. The visitor posting the content wants to be seen as an authority and be trusted for 

their opinion. There are cues that indicate engagement with the content; likes, 

comments, and offline dialogue. However, the visitor may never know if their attempts to 

influence others has worked beyond this. 

 5.3.2.3    Instagram and Mediating Gallery Space. Visitors use Instagram at 

the gallery as it helps them to move through and mediate gallery space. The best way to 

explain this is to refer to spatial theory. In particular, Lewin’s (1936) concept of valence, 

Gibson’s (1977) affordances, and Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic model. Each of these theories 

is explained in detail in Chapter 2: Literature Review.  

 Instagram visitors reported looking for opportunities to capture at the exhibition. 

These opportunities were not limited to photographs even though every Instagram post 
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contained an image. Visitors looked for objects, experiences, moments, and spaces that 

they imagined would be appropriate for Instagram. In that way, their movement through 

the gallery space was affected by valence (Lewin, 1936). Whether that was positive 

valence, being drawn into a space or location seen as Instagrammable or negative 

valence, being pushed out or turned away from a space. An example of this was in the 

tapestry artworks (Richter, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c, 2009d). The rich detail and aesthetic 

appeal in these objects drew visitors in for a close-up photograph to capture the material 

qualities of the artwork; this is what is classified by Budge (2017) as an object-oriented 

post. As a result of this the gallery had to install some physical barriers to ensure that 

visitors kept their distance and did not get too close when interacting with the works. 

 Gibson’s (1977) affordances also explain why visitors used Instagram. 

Affordances inform visitors’ movements (Tröndle, 2014). The hashtag engagement 

activity didactic could be described as an Instagram affordance. Visitors that were 

Instagram users were drawn into the space where the didactic was displayed; the front 

entrance outside the exhibition space. The reason the didactic was an affordance was 

that it met a situational need of the visitor to use Instagram (Gibson, 1977).   

 Finally, Lefebvre’s (1991) triadic model of space helps us to understand why 

visitors use Instagram in the gallery. Even though certain images are recurrent on 

Instagram due in part to the hermeneutic cycle (Urry, 1990), visitors are not necessarily 

looking to be directed in their Instagram practices. Visitors may appropriate space in 

order to fulfill their Instagram objectives. An example of this was again the hashtag 

engagement activity. The gallery staff reported conceptualising the activity with a certain 

purpose/outcome in mind. Gallery participants reported being surprised at how, despite 

their engineered learning design, it was the visitors who finally decided who would 

respond to the activity. This is an example of Lefebvre’s (1991) perceived, conceived, 

and lived experience model in action. What we observe on Instagram are visitors who 

live in the space of the gallery on their own terms and use it in unique and complex ways. 
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5.3.3 Answer to RQ3 - How Do These Practices Impact on (a) Art Gallery Visitors 

and (b) Galleries?  

As with the answer to RQ2, the impact of the practices identif ied in RQ1 can be 

explained under the three key concepts of this study: sharing, aesthetic experience, and 

space. These three concepts are explained in detail in Chapter 2: Literature Review. 

 5.3.3.1    Sharing on Instagram and Its Impact on Visitors. Sharing on 

Instagram impacts on a visitor’s ability to meet their social and/or memorialising 

objectives. In terms of the social aspect, an individual can visit the gallery by themselves 

and by using Instagram create a social experience. Even if they visit with others, sharing 

to Instagram adds another social layer to their experience. If they use tagging this 

amplif ies the potential audience that their content may engage. Posted content may also 

give rise to off-Instagram social interactions. An audience having seen what was posted 

by the individual connects this with their face-to-face social interactions. 

Sharing also impacts on a visitor’s ability to memorialise their experience. Once 

a post is uploaded, so long as it is not deleted later, it remains in their account as a 

memory of the visit. Aside from sharing for social or personal reasons, using Instagram 

impacts a visitor’s entertainment and enjoyment; it is seen as a modern and popular 

activity to do. In the case of this study, the gallery also promoted Instagram sharing 

through the hashtag engagement activity. Instagram is a widely-used application, and 

visitors may be motivated by a fear of missing out (Przybylski et al., 2013). Having seen 

the Instagram practices of others before or during their visit, their own behaviour is 

subsequently shaped. 

Sharing and using hashtags and/or geotags creates communities on Instagram. 

These impact visitors who were wanting to be part of a community centred on the shared 

experience of art. It also benefits visitors wanting to check out an exhibition first before 

deciding to attend. Visitors who share their own images will also help others to shape 

their visit. In that regard, sharing is a form of social capital and community bonding.  

 5.3.3.2    Aesthetic Experience, Instagram, and Its Impact on Visitors. An 

aesthetic experience is impacted by Instagram use at the gallery. A major finding within 
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this study highlighted how Instagram practices evolve and extend the aesthetic 

experience of a visitor. In terms of extension, Instagram may impact before, during, and 

after a visit. If Instagram is used before visiting to check out images that have been 

posted by other visitors, then the experience is impacted as is starts earlier. A visitor may 

begin to plan their own visit and build an anticipation of what their aesthetic experience 

will be like. 

 After the visit, Instagram use impacts a visitor by making their aesthetic 

experience last longer in time. A visitor may reflect upon images they have taken before 

choosing one or more to upload. They may choose to include text in their post which 

could be ephemeral, interpretive, descriptive, informative, personal,  social, and/or 

emotive. Subsequent social interactions, both on Instagram and offline, extend the 

experience further. 

Instagram use also impacts on the way an aesthetic experience evolves. It does 

this as Instagram is a technology that aligns with the aesthetic experience. As discussed 

throughout this thesis, the goal of an aesthetic experience is knowing (Burnham, 1994; 

Consoli, 2014, Hubard, 2015). Through “increased revelation and awareness” (Burnham, 

1994, p. 523) we can know more about the experience we are having. When we use 

Instagram, it amplif ies aspects of our social, spatial, and personal experience.  

 How a visitor constructs an aesthetic experience at the gallery can also be 

impacted by Instagram. Visitors’ experience may be shaped by what they have already 

seen posted by others; the hermeneutic cycle (Urry, 1990). Participants reported being 

more observant and aware, looking out for Instagram opportunities. Some were also self-

aware, recognising their own Instagram practices and judging the appropriateness of 

content they were posting. This is not to say that visitors who do not use Instagram are 

not as observant and looking out for visually appealing opportunities. However, there is 

an Instagram effect. A visitor’s aesthetic experience may also be impacted by how the 

gallery encourages or discourages Instagram use. In the case of this study, a gallery 

didactic promoted and encouraged the use of Instagram. If photography was prohibited 
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or conditions were not conducive to photography (such as crowds) then this would 

negatively impact the use of Instagram.  

 5.3.3.3    Space, Instagram, and Its Impact on Visitors. Instagram practices 

impact on visitors’ mediation of space at the gallery. The movement of an Instagram 

visitor through gallery space is affected by certain affordances (Gibson, 1977) and 

valence (Lewin, 1936) that suit their objectives. Using Instagram may cause a visitor to 

see objects, experiences, and spaces in a certain way; for their appropriateness for 

Instagram. A clear example of this was the several images observed in this study that 

showed a person’s back as they intently viewed an artwork. This reinterpreted the space 

to become a stylised and scripted Instagrammable moment.  

 Sightlines and the way visitors see spaces are also impacted by Instagram use. 

The ATLAS Overview (Richter, 1962) room was an excellent example of this. The 

curators had specifically set the room along the spine of the exhibition space creating 

entry and exit points at both ends of the room. When the visitor entered the room their 

attention and sightline was drawn into an immersive space. The room was represented 

by several visitors on Instagram as a space, not as the individual artworks that comprised 

the room. This connects with Tzortzi’s (2017) notion of visitors being -in a space as 

opposed to looking-at a space. Instagram visitors are not only using Instagram to 

represent what they are looking at, they are also highlighting spaces within which they 

are momentarily immersed. 

 5.3.3.4    Sharing on Instagram and Its Impact on Galleries. Instagram sharing 

practices have a largely positive impact on galleries. Visitors sharing images of their 

experience with their peers (and the public in general) help the gallery with their 

marketing and engagement objectives. The gallery can cooperate with Instagram visitors 

to achieve mutually beneficial objectives (Arias, 2018). The affinity practices of Instagram 

visitors also positively impacts galleries that are seeking to strengthen and deepen 

community ties. Similarly, the influencing practices of Instagram visitors positively 

impacts the gallery as it highlights that there are people trying to positively influence 

others to the gallery.  
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Visitor sharing practices also impact the institutional attitudes and approach 

towards Instagram. In the case of the GOMA, Instagram was specifically prioritised as a 

social media channel. A person with professional photography skills was employed to 

use the account. Instagram was used by the Public Programs team where appropriate 

to align with the educational objectives of the gallery. Extra lighting was used in chosen 

exhibitions when it was acknowledged that certain photographs would be sought out by 

visitors. 

 Some art exhibitions restrict the use of visitor photography for intellectual property 

and security reasons. Such restrictions may negatively impact visitors who want to use 

Instagram as part of their experience. This highlights the broader policy and cultural 

impacts of Instagram practices at the gallery. For example, non-Instagram using visitors 

may perceive that the practices of others interfere with their quiet enjoyment of the 

artworks. It may also cause stress for gallery staff (visitor services and security) who are 

trying to maintain a balance between visitor enjoyment and protection of the art. This 

impact is best managed through gallery policy ensuring to align with modern visitor 

expectations. This connects with conceptualisations of what standard of behaviour is 

acceptable in the gallery or imagining who/what is the ideal visitor (Van Rossem, 2016). 

 5.3.3.5    Aesthetic Experience, Instagram and Its Impact on Galleries. The 

impact of Instagram use on visitors’ aesthetic experience should not go unnoticed by 

galleries. Engagement and/or educational activities can be aligned with Instagram in a 

way that evolves and extends the aesthetic experience of visitors. An example of  this 

was highlighted in this study. The GOMA used a hashtag engagement activity aligned to 

the exhibition to align with visitors that used Instagram. Creating engagement activities 

or spaces such as this could be regarded as what Burnham (1994) considers as an 

invitation to respond to the artworks; a point of entry. She argues that “all points of entry 

are good, all aesthetic experience is valuable” (p. 523).  

 As identif ied in the literature review, a large portion of the audience using 

Instagram are young people (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). From an audience sustainability 

perspective, engaging with Instagram supports the development of connection with 
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potential new visitors. The hashtag engagement activity at the Richter exhibition was an 

example of a unique and creative way to involve Instagram. A gallery should consider 

these kinds of creative projects, as they have the power to attract new and diverse 

audiences. Another example of note was the New York Public Library who used 

Instagram Stories to bring traditional novels to new audiences. It was claimed that over 

300,000 readers engaged with the novels in this format (Debczak, 2019). Activities such 

as these have a positive impact on the gallery, they draw attention to technology and 

encourage innovative thinking. 

 5.3.3.6    Space, Instagram, and Its Impact on Galleries. The findings of this 

study showed how visitors’ mediation of space was affected by Instagram. The impact 

of this knowledge on galleries is related to the concepts of valence (Lewin, 1936) and 

affordances (Gibson, 1977). As my study highlighted, certain visitors are on the lookout 

for experiences, objects, and/or spaces that may be used as photograph opportunities 

for Instagram. Galleries may consider creating affordances that align with Instagram 

users. An example of an affordance is the National Gallery of Victoria (NGV), who used 

QR codes (barcodes containing information that when scanned by a smart device take 

the individual to a website location) for WeChat users (Spark, 2019). WeChat is the most 

popular social media platform in Mainland China and shares many of the functions of 

Instagram such as image sharing/editing. Other Instagram-type affordances may be 

lighting levels, synaesthetic elements, display screens showing shared Instagram 

images, Instagram didatics, and immersive spaces (Budge, 2018b). 

In an Instagram context, the concept of valence also has an impact on the gallery 

(Tröndle, 2014). It is undetermined as to what degree valence may differ for Instagram 

visitors versus those that do not use it. As highlighted in this study, the curators 

established the exhibition layout being precise with their use of sight lines, visitor 

movement, and visually arresting moments; regardless of Instagram. As such, the impact 

of Instagram on valence considerations may be minimal, as the desired outcome is much 

the same for any visitor regardless of whether they use Instagram or not. 
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5.3.4 Answer to RQ4 - How Does This Knowledge Impact on the Future Practice 

of Art Galleries?  

The QAGOMA organisation are an excellent example of best practice in terms of 

institutional Instagram use. This is because they identif ied the value it represents from a 

marketing, educational, and public engagement perspective. Social media is referenced 

in the Gallery’s strategic objectives as a key performance indicator highlighting the 

support it receives from their Board and executive management team. The findings in 

this study highlighted several impacts that affect/inform the future practices of galleries. 

One impact is whether the gallery manages an institutional account. Having an 

account would require allocating internal resources to create content and engage with 

visitors. Not having an account makes it diff icult for the gallery to leverage on the findings 

in this study, in particular around public engagement, education, and marketing. For 

example, recent research found that of the 125 museums in Greece only one had an 

institutional Instagram account (Amanatidis et al., 2019). Managing an institutional 

account is one impact, aligning Instagram use to exhibition content in a meaningful and 

educational manner is another. 

The Life of Images exhibition (Richter, 2017) was an example of how Instagram 

can be aligned with the experience of art in a sophisticated manner. It helped visitors 

participate in the exhibition by making the content more accessible and participatory. A 

major factor for including an Instagram engagement activity was that appreciation of 

Richter’s art was considered more complex than other modern art exhibitions the Gallery 

had managed. Galleries without an institutional Instagram account should consider 

creating and managing one. They should also be encouraged by the findings of this study 

to critically consider Instagram’s purpose (if any) at each exhibition; not just assume it is 

only a social media add-on.  

Importantly, the QAGOMA team were clear that Instagram integration at an 

exhibition was not one-size-fits-all. They consider that for Instagram to take a more active 

institutional role there must be a recognised logic or purpose for its promotion. Visitors 

will always determine for themselves if and how they choose to use Instagram. However, 
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for a gallery this is an important finding as it recommends a collegial approach between 

curators, marketing, public programs, and visitors services in amplifying Instagram within 

an exhibition. 

Accommodating Instagram use is different to amplifying it. An example of 

accommodating Instagram is favorable visitor photography policies, an institutional 

Instagram account, and/or the provision of adequate lighting favorable to smart device 

photography. An example of amplifying Instagram use is the hashtag engagement 

activity offered at the Richter exhibition. To amplify requires the cooperation between 

curatorial, marketing, public programs, and visitors’ services staff. Amplification aligns to 

multiple objectives across different gallery departments and as the GOMA Marketing 

team highlighted in this study, it can bring together stakeholders for a common purpose.   

 The knowledge of hashtag use is another impact on the future practices of art 

galleries. Hashtag use is an important practice f or many Instagram users and there are 

benefits for galleries to engage with them. The benefits of promoting a gallery hashtag 

are that it creates a space or community for visitors to share content. Most hashtags are 

searchable in a database or public archive of content; the search functionality of some 

hashtags is moderated, in particular those that attract explicit or harmful content.  

As hashtags may be used by anyone in their posts regardless of any context, 

choosing a custom tag will help the user experience and the gallery in their practice. 

#qagoma is the tag promoted by the QAGOMA so the majority of content using this tag 

is directly relatable to the gallery. #thelifeofimages was used as the exhibition hashtag in 

this study which also is not a common phrase. Using common words or phrases means 

that anyone searching on the hashtag is likely to view content that is unrelated to the 

gallery/ exhibition. The gallery also benefits from a custom hashtag as it assists with 

evaluation and analysis of the exhibition experience. A further point of note, if a gallery 

has a general objective of hashtag participation then too many institutionally-promoted 

hashtags should be avoided. This may cause visitor confusion and reduce the overall 

effectiveness of the transmedia experience (Selvadurai & Rosenstand, 2017). 
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 Knowing that Instagram is connected to the visitor’s aesthetic experience should 

impact a gallery’s future practice to frame it beyond a social media context. Galleries 

often employ interactive educational and engagement techniques at exhibitions 

designed to assist a visitor with their aesthetic experience. There are educational 

benefits in doing so (Charitonos et al., 2012). Instagram use includes photography, 

image editorial, creativity, reflection, writing, and experience sharing. By allowing and/or 

encouraging its use, galleries can leverage its educational benefits.   

This study highlighted a reflective practice used by Instagram visitors. This 

practice could be an opportunity for galleries to be further involved in their visitors’ 

aesthetic experience. There may be reflective programs or spaces that could be used to 

help visitors. The ability to observe and engage with visitors’ post-visit is valuable 

knowledge for a gallery. It can help them to understand how their visitors are 

experiencing their exhibitions and spaces. Galleries should also consider how post -visit 

engagement through Instagram could be evolved beyond just liking visitors’ posts. As 

this study highlighted, visitors are open to being communicated with through Instagram 

about their visit. 

 Galleries should also consider the impact of the findings of this study in a spatial 

context. Instagram affects the ways in which visitors spatially experience the gallery. The 

spatial context includes the physical space within the gallery walls and the digital spaces 

where visitors may view gallery content or reflect on their experience. In a physical 

sense, generally Instagram visitors look for perspectives and/or experiences to take 

photographs of. In the same way that gallery didactics or affordances guide visitors 

through their experience, there is an opportunity to do the same for Instagram visitors. 

For example, the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art Africa in Cape Town was the 

world’s first museum to create an immersive experience map on Instagram that guides 

visitors through the museum’s spaces (James, 2019). 

Immersive experience and spaces have been popularised by Instagram (Budge, 

2018b). Visitors seek out and look for immersive-styled spaces to represent on 

Instagram. Budge (2018b) considers that these spaces “offer a moment to play with and 
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subtlety reconstruct the self with place being a significant contextual frame for this 

activity” (p. 135). The impact of this finding should encourage galleries to consider, if they 

have not already, the power of gallery space as part of the aesthetic experience.   

 The impact of the digital spatial environment is an interesting question for 

galleries to consider. Historically, spatial theory has been examined in relation to physical 

space so this area requires further research before we can be clearer on the impact it 

may have. Spatial theory can be considered in the digital environment through the 

examination of Instagram use. A recent noteworthy example is between Facebook and 

Tate Britain. They used the Instagram camera to create an augmented reality experience 

for eight paintings on display (Facebook, 2019). The augmented experience was 

positioned as a virtual wing, using digital space to deepen the experience of each 

artwork. As technology continues to develop in this area understanding how visitors 

mediate digital space will become more important. Future practices at the gallery must 

include maintaining knowledge of technology and considering how it intersects with the 

spatial experience of art. 

A final important finding for galleries to consider in the context of future pract ices 

is the temporality of Instagram and social media. Instagram’s popularity is a combination 

of advancements in smart device technology, the low cost and accessibility of wireless 

connectivity, and the motivation of individuals to participate in popular culture. Right now, 

Instagram is a relevant platform for a specific and large audience of gallery visitors. It is 

not the only technology that is relevant, and it cannot be guaranteed to be as relevant in 

10 years’ time. Such is the nature of change and development in this space. More 

broadly, attention should also focus on new technology that has relevance for visitors’ 

objectives. During the 5 years that I have conducted this study, changes have been 

observed in popularity amongst the larger social media platforms; due in part to the 

homogenisation of the functionalities that each popular application offers. The reason 

this is important is that there are new and emerging social media technologies that could 

quickly become more relevant for galleries. An example of this is the platform TikTok 

(launched in 2016) which has rapidly grown in popularity (Tang, 2019) and could 
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conceivably shift audiences away from Instagram. TikTok is a short video sharing/ 

production app and in the first-quarter of 2019 was the third most installed app taking it 

to nearly 1.2 billion worldwide downloads (Wells et al., 2019). This highlights and 

reinforces the need for galleries to stay abreast of technology trends and not be afraid to 

test new technology in the gallery as it enters the market.  

5.4 Significance and Contribution of this Research 

This section will discuss how the findings presented in this thesis contribute to 

our knowledge of methodology, theory, and analytical frameworks.  

5.4.1 Practical and Methodological Applications. 

5.4.1.1    Instagram as a Tool of Research. This study is an empirical example 

of research that collected data using Instagram. From a practical perspective, using 

Instagram as a tool of research offers researchers a way to locate participants around 

the world. The geotag search functionality being particularly useful for targeting specific 

locations and places. It is important to note that this study involved a small amount of 

data that was able to be observed and managed on my own. It is not as easy for 

researchers aiming to collect larger data sizes f rom Instagram due to the lack of 

Instagram-approved third-party application program interfaces. A further concern is 

participants’ privacy. My university provided ethics approval for observations but not 

collection of any Instagram images without the informed consent of their owner. 

As a researcher, Instagram was found to be a satisfactory way to engage in 

communication with gallery visitors. The Instagram account used to conduct this 

research was transparent about my research profile and provided links through to further 

information listed on my website; details about the university ethics approval and the 

participant consent form (Appendix). Instagram’s private messaging system was used to 

contact and communicate with potential visitor participants. This study showed that 

visitors are willing to engage with questions about their experience if contacted through 

Instagram. It is acknowledged that Instagram visitors only represent a segment of the 
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total visitor population and as such could be combined with other visitor data collection 

tools for more general visitor research. 

A further benefit of Instagram for researchers is that it is used on smart devices. 

I created a separate Instagram account to reflect upon the experience as a doctoral 

student. This account was not used directly in the study; for collecting data or contacting 

participants. Photographs were taken of books that I read, notes made about any 

publications or media that was related to the research topic and connect and engage 

with other academics using the platform. In that way, Instagram was also a reflective tool 

that supported my research journey and helped me to engage in the practice of 

mindfulness.  

5.4.1.2    Combining Ethnography (Visual) and Grounded Theory. There 

have been few studies that have used a combined ethnography-grounded theory 

approach. This study builds on the research that has been done using this co-joined 

method (Bamkin et al., 2016; Kidder, 2009, 2012; Pettigrew, 1999). Ethnography (visual) 

was a critical part of the research method in this study as it offered a way to code 

Instagram images. To account for data that was used in a grounded theory analytical 

framework. Without this it would have been diff icult for me to include Instagram images 

in the data. For future scholars researching Instagram images, the ethnography (visual)-

grounded theory approach is recommended if it aligns with their overarching research 

theoretical f ield/ aims. I concur with others who have found that there are advantages to 

using the combined method. This is because the advantages of each method can be 

used to complement the other.   

5.4.2 Theoretical Contributions.  

A gap in the research on the topic of visitor Instagram use in the gallery was 

identif ied in Chapter 2: Literature Review. Three areas of theory were found that 

intersected with this topic: aesthetic experience, sharing, and space. This study is the 

first to examine these three areas in the context of the gallery visitor experience and 

Instagram. These three theoretical areas were examined alongside data collected and 

analysed using a grounded theory research method. Grounded theory was chosen as it 
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is an inductive theory building analytical framework. Its process was followed to discover 

theory, making an account for these practices. The result of this study was a 

reconceptualisation of these three theoretical areas when viewed together.  Further, it is 

argued that it extends our understanding of the aesthetic experience and spatial theory 

respectively.  

5.4.2.1    Sharing, Aesthetic Experience, and Space. This study has coalesced 

three theoretical areas in its examination of Instagram use: aesthetic experience, 

sharing, and space. It is the first study to do so. As such, this is a significant contribution 

to the field. It has highlighted interconnected relationships that exist between the three 

areas which have helped to frame an understanding of the phenomenon in this study. It 

is a new and interdisciplinary way of thinking about Instagram use. Although the aesthetic 

experience, sharing, and mediation of space can be understood separately, they do not 

operate independently of each other in the context of Instagram use at the gallery. Each 

area of theory informs or has an effect upon the others. 

5.4.2.2    How Do the Findings Extend Theory? The findings of this study 

extend our understanding of aesthetic experience and spatial theory. As noted in the 

literature review, a conclusive understanding of the aesthetic experience still requires 

further examination (Galin, 2004; Tomlin, 2008). However, it has been acknowledged 

that the goal of an aesthetic experience is knowing (Burton, 1997; Consoli, 2014; 

Csikszentmihalyi & Robinson, 1990; Custodero et al., 2005; Hubard, 2007; Yenawine, 

2002). Individuals who use Instagram may know more about their aesthetic experience. 

They do this by using Instagram to extend and evolve their aesthetic experience. 

Instagram is a technology that when co-joined with the aesthetic experience has the 

power to manipulate and shape the experience. This finding extends our understanding 

of aesthetic experience theory. It highlights that technology can be combined with our 

cognition to help us to know more about our aesthetic experience. 

The findings of this study also extend our understanding of spatial theory. It builds 

on Borden’s (2001) research into skateboarders and Kidder’s (2009) into bike 

messengers. Both scholars found a dialectical relationship between their subjects 
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and the city structure. In the same way, there is a dialectical relationship between 

Instagram users and the art gallery. To understand why visitors use Instagram in the 

gallery requires an acknowledgment of spatial theory. The findings of this study offer a 

concrete example of how space matters to gallery visitors who use Instagram. Unlike the 

research into skateboarders (Borden, 2001) and bike messengers (Kidder, 2009), my 

study included the analysis of the use of Instagram against spatial theory. It was found 

that Instagramming is realised in the gallery through the reinterpretation or appropriation 

of space. Much like the way a skateboarder or messenger uses the city’s structure 

interwoven with their practice; in some cases, against the intended design. Instagram 

visitors move through the gallery, their actions emplaced and realised in gallery space. 

Their experience is shaped through their mediation of Instagram, the gallery affordances 

(Gibson, 1977), and valence (Lewin, 1936). In the same way that spatial theory can be 

used to examine physical and embodied space, the findings of this study indicate we can 

extend our knowledge of spatial theory to include the mediation of digital space. 

5.5 Limitations, Future Research Opportunities and Directions 

This section presents the limitations and future research opportunities/ directions.  

5.5.1 Limitations. The limitations of this study are discussed in detail in 

Chapter 3: Methodology. To summarise, the identif ied limitations were location, art 

genre, technology, age group, research typology, tagging, and self -reported data. 

5.5.2 Future research opportunities and directions. The findings of this 

study highlighted several areas recommended for further research. In particular, the 

gallery experience. This is important as “relatively little research in mainstream sociology 

addresses how people perceive and experience artworks and artifacts in museums and 

galleries” (vom Lehn et al., 2001). It is noted that my study made a contribution to close 

the gap identif ied by Burness (2016), Budge (2017, 2018a, 2018b) and Budge and 

Burness (2017), around the reasons visitors use Instagram when they visit the gallery. 

This study also went further by outlining Instagram’s affect on future gallery practices. A 

key learning found that gallery visitors used Instagram to extend and evolve their 
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aesthetic experience. This learning may assist arts researchers examining art 

appreciation and interpretation. Future research could consider if Instagram or other 

forms of social media technology represent another “way of knowing” (Hubard, 2015, p. 

96), intersecting with orthodox understandings of arts appreciation and interpretation.   

Barasch et al.’s research (2017) found that photograph taking with an intention 

to share with others reduced enjoyment of the experience when compared with taking 

photographs merely for oneself. My study highlighted that visitors share images through 

Instagram for others and themselves depending on their objectives. Not all images 

shared on Instagram are for others to see despite their publicly visible status. No 

participants reported a reduced enjoyment of their gallery experience, they reported only 

positive aspects of Instagram use. Some participants were thoughtful and aware of their 

own Instagram use. They knew it connected with popular culture and expressed a 

pejorative tone, but no reference was made to reduced enjoyment. As such, this presents 

a future research opportunity, investigating the role of intention to share, enjoyment, and 

Instagram use in the gallery. In particular, where images are taken absent of an intention 

to share with others but become social through sharing to Instagram; intersecting with 

research into authenticity online (Marwick & boyd, 2010). 

A further suggestion is to examine the creative incubation spaces highlighted in 

this study. The literature review noted the research that has considered the production 

phase in Instagram use (Vivienne & Burgess, 2013). Hjorth and Pink (2014) draw our 

attention to the creative incubation spaces where production occurs for an Instagram 

user. My study stopped short of investigating this in detail as it was not part of my focus. 

A study that considers the production/ creative incubation spaces against spatial theory 

would be an ideal follow up. This appears to be an important practice for some 

participants, and we can learn more about their experience through the spaces in which 

this reflective practice occurs. For example, transport spaces (trains, cars, and buses) 

have been identif ied as a reflection space in a mobile device context (Hjorth & Pink, 

2014). A study that addressed aesthetic experience, art, and the role of reflection spaces 

would further build knowledge in this area. This would be particularly useful in an 
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educational context to understand the relationship between learning, reflection, and 

space. 

Continuing in the spatial context, an additional research opportunity is centred on 

the concept of emplaced visuality. In the literature review, emplaced visuality was 

identif ied as a new way of considering the production and consumption of digital images 

as taking place in movement (Hjorth & Burgess, 2014; Hjorth & Pink, 2014; Pink, 2011). 

A study of an art exhibition against the concept of emplaced visuality, like the research 

done by Hjorth and Burgess (2014) into the Queensland floods,  would be useful to 

understand more about this concept as it is still quite an abstract and developing concept 

(Pink, 2011). Further, it is considered that extending spatial theory to study human 

interaction with new and evolving digital and virtual spaces is a compelling area in need 

of more empirical analysis.  

Future research could also look at comparing visitor Instagram practices between 

different genres and forms of art. For example, are the Instagram practices involving 

three dimensional artworks dif ferent to two-dimensional works? How do practices with 

contemporary/modern art compare with traditional genres? Identifying such relationships 

could allow us to know more about the aesthetic experience and its interaction with 

Instagram use/ technology. 

There are also research opportunities to continue the investigation of the use of 

Instagram institutionally by galleries. Recent research looked at the role of Instagram in 

the science museum drawing attention to the opportunities for science professionals to 

improve public engagement through Instagram use (Jarreau et al., 2019). In this thesis 

it has been highlighted how the GOMA used Instagram successfully as a public 

engagement and educational tool. These findings highlighted aspects of public 

engagement that Instagram use had amplified; visitor expressions of affinity and 

promoting and the gallery experience to an imagined audience. Being guided by Jarreau 

et al.’s (2019) research, a future study could examine the role and network of influence 

between arts institutions and the public. This would help to define aspects of public 

engagement where Instagram could assist as the term public engagement is quite broad 
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and encapsulates many aspects of the events, exhibitions, and programs managed by a 

gallery.  

The use of Instagram by curators, arts educators, artists, and other gallery 

professionals presents a future research opportunity. Yakar et al. (2020) investigated 

Instagram within the neurosurgery profession finding that Instagram was used to assist 

with patient information and educational support to others in neurosurgical training. A 

future study could consider the opportunities with Instagram use for arts profess ionals, 

helping to communicate arts information and supporting future gallery professionals 

through education and training. In particular, the findings of this study highlighted some 

educational aspects that Instagram has within the gallery experience. This raises an 

important future research opportunity that has received attention by scholars, Could 

Instagram be used as a teaching tool in arts education? (Handayani, 2016). 

One of the visitor participant code categories identif ied in this study was A 

descriptive and informative visual journal (4.2.4). This category highlighted how visitors 

used Instagram to document, record, and journal information about their experience; in 

some cases, for only themselves to view and reflect upon later. The literature review 

identif ied limited research in the area of  visual journaling or more specifically using 

Instagram for journal-keeping. This is despite there being many reported personal and 

professional benefits of journal-keeping (Cooper & Stevens, 2006). There are two 

suggested research opportunities in this area. Firstly, understanding more about the 

opportunities of using Instagram as journal-keeping in respect to arts education and 

appreciation. Secondly, as a researcher Instagram was used throughout this study to 

record and reflect upon information, a study could further investigate the benefits of 

Instagram as a tool of research; as a reflective journal. 

Finally, there are geographical and cultural spaces, such as mainland China, 

where Instagram is not widely-used or accessible. A further research opportunity would 

be to examine Instagram-like platforms popular in non-anglosphere centric spaces such 

as WeChat. The NGV in Melbourne, Australia, is a notable example of a successful case 
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study involving institutional integration of WeChat (Spark, 2019). A future study could 

compare and contrast the use of Instagram and WeChat by gallery visitors (for example). 

5.6 Concluding Remarks 

 
 Reflecting on this study, takes me back to the initial interest in this area started 

over 7 years ago. The influence that Instagram and technology is having on the art world 

is growing. Instagram has opened debate within the community about how art is 

experienced and appreciated. Instagram continues to motivate people, especially new 

audiences, to become excited about visiting galleries and experiencing art. 

I am cognisant that Instagram and smart devices are an origin. This means that 

they are relatively recent forms of technology and they exist in an environment of rapid 

change and innovation. This technology will continue to improve, develop, and change 

over time and as a result will pervade, innovate, and create new ways of understanding 

how we experience and understand art. If galleries respond well to technological change, 

it will likely attract new artists, audiences, and interest in the arts. The research 

community will continue to interrogate how technological advancements and engineered 

design interacts with long standing sociological theories. Although the experience of art 

is characterised as subjective, personal, complex, and abstract, we may consider that 

through technology inside the gallery we may come to know more about aesthetic 

experience - as this thesis has shown. 

A key goal of this study was to join with other scholars who advocate for the 

benefits of arts education through research. This goal was achieved having shown how 

Instagram use alongside the experience of art can lead to positive educational outcomes. 

Galleries as an institution can engage Instagram to meet their educational and 

engagement objectives. This is exciting as it identif ies future opportunities for galleries 

to maintain and reinforce the special place that they have in our lifelong learning and 

cultural community. 

In as much as technology has changed our lives in significant ways, there is still 

much to be learnt about the experience of art. The recorded history suggests that art has 
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been created and appreciated between 135,000 and 70,000 years ago; in the form of 

engraved stones, bones, and perforated shells (d’Errico et al., 2003). The evolution and 

emergence of the human species is inherently linked with our understanding and 

awareness of art (Consoli, 2014). As such, the more we can use technology to learn 

about the experience of art, the more we can know more about ourselves and the human 

experience.  
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Appendix 

Instagram and art gallery visitors 

To f ind out more about my research please refer to the information sheet below. If  you have 
been requested to participate in this research, please read the Research Participant 
Information Sheet below first then read the Consent form. If you agree to participate in the 
research please the complete the Consent form. If you have any immediate questions please 
call me (Adam Suess) on 0401 715 830 or email adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au 
 

 

Consent form 
 
 
By checking the box below, I confirm that 
I have read and understood the 
information package and in particular 
have noted that: 

• I understand that my involvement in 
this research will include participation 
in an individual interview; 

• I have had any questions answered to 
my satisfaction; 

• I understand the risks involved; 

• I understand that there will be limited 

direct benefit to me from my 
participation in this research; 

• I understand that my participation in 
this research is voluntary; 

• I understand that if I have any 
additional questions I can contact the 
researcher; 

• I understand that I am f ree to 

withdraw at any time, without 
comment or penalty; 

• I understand that I can contact the 
Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics 
Committee on (07) 3735 4375 (or by 
email at research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any 
concerns about the ethical conduct of 
the project. 

(Grif f ith University ref no: 2017/641) 

 

Research Participant Information 
Sheet 
 
Who is conducting this research and why? 
 
This research forms a component of Griffith 
University student Adam Suess’s enrolment in a 
Doctor of Philosophy. The Chief Investigator of 
this research is Dr Sorrel Penn-Edwards, Senior 
Lecturer, Griffith University. Contact details of the 
research team is outlined below: 
 
Dr Sorrel Penn-Edwards, Griffith 
University, Principal 
Supervisor, s.pennedwards@griffith.edu.au Phon
e: (+61 7) 373 55765 
 
Dr Kay Hartwig, Griffith University, Secondary 
Supervisor,  K.Hartwig@griffith.edu.au Phone: 
(+61 7) 373 55733 
 
Adam Suess, Griffith University, Student 
Researcher,  
adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au Phone: 0401 715 
830 
 
Why is the research being conducted? 
The purpose of this research is to further 
understand art gallery visitor experience and in 
particular how visitors use Instagram to interact 
with exhibits, themselves, their communities and 
the public at large. If  you are interested in 
discussing your experience you will be asked to 
explain/ clarify your post. 
 
What you will be asked to do. 
All art gallery visitors will be invited to respond to 
questions about their art gallery visit post on your 
Instagram profile. It is likely that you will be 
asked about 1-5 questions about your Instagram 
post that you have made of your visit to the art 
gallery exhibition. As the researcher I will ask 
you questions as to why you posted what you 
did. This is not meant to be inconvenient for you 
as you can respond at a time that is convenient 
and it will most likely take a few minutes of your 
time for each response. 
 
The basis by which participants will be 
selected or screened. 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:K.Hartwig@griffith.edu.au
mailto:adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au
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Participants must be at least 18 years old and 
have visited the Gerhard Richter exhibition at the 
Queensland Gallery of Modern Art from 14 
October 2017 – 4 February 2018 and have 
posted on Instagram during or after their visit. 
 
The expected benefits of the research. 
The benef its of this research is expected to 
include: 

1. Greater awareness of the advantages of 
art gallery visitors using Instagram when 
visiting an exhibition; 

2. Improved knowledge of the art gallery 
experience for teachers, educators and 
researchers; and 

3. A more critical understanding of the role 
of  Instagram in the art gallery experience 
for artists, curators, and gallery 
management. 

 
Risks to you 
There are no foreseeable risks associated with 
participation in this research. As a user of 
Instagram participants should not feel 
inconvenienced.  
 
Your confidentiality 
Your identity and privacy is protected in this 
research. All participants will be assigned a 
pseudonym. All identities in the final results will 
have protected anonymity.  
 
Your participation is voluntary 
Your participation is voluntary. If  you decide to 
participate then later want to withdraw you may 
do so without comment of penalty at any time by 
emailing adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au  
 
Data storage and deletion 
All research data (Instagram posts, interview 
responses and analysis) will be retained in a 
password protected electronic file for a period of 
f ive years before being destroyed. 
 
Questions / further information/ feedback 
If  you have any questions, are seeking further 
information, or would like to provide feedback 
please email adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au  
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
This research has been approved by the Griffith 
University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(Grif f ith University ref no: 2017/641). If  you have 
any concerns about the ethical conduct of this 
project you may contact the Manager, Research 
Ethics, at Griffith University on (07) 3735 4375 
(or by email at research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 
 
How this research may be disseminated 

mailto:adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au
mailto:adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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The results of this research will be published as 
part of a Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) thesis and 
may also be published as a journal article. 
A summary of the results may be obtained by 
email adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au  
 
Privacy statement 
The conduct of this research involves the 
collection, access and/ or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is 
conf idential and will not be disclosed to third 
parties without your consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority 
requirements. A de-identified copy of this data 
may be used for other research purposes. 
However, your anonymity will at all times be 
safeguarded. For further information consult the 
University's Privacy Plan at 
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-
publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan or 
telephone (07) 3735 4375. 

 

mailto:adam.suess@griffithuni.edu.au

